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LATIN AMERICAN BIBLICAL HERMENEUTICS & POPULAR
AND COMMUNITY READING OF THE BIBLE
.

Some Inputs from Race and Ethnicity Criticism within the Hellenistic and Jewish
Culture of the First Century

A Thesis by

Diego Salazar Galvis

Abstract

After the Second Vatican Council, scholars have used new lenses to approach the
Bible as a way to respond to the cultural and socio-political realities of multiple and
diverse contexts. Based on my background and Latino essence, I advocate for biblical
reading and interpretation that comes from a Latin American setting, in which popular
education and liberation theology come together in most of the communities. In this
research, I will present a form of mutual collaboration between race-ethnicity biblical
criticism and the Popular & Community Reading of the Bible (PCRB) perspective.
So far, biblical scholarship has not yet integrated elements of race-ethnicity into
Latin American hermeneutics of the New Testament. Hence, I intend to integrate raceethnicity biblical criticism and PCBR into my thesis. This will contribute to the growing
diversity of perspectives in biblical scholarship and promote hermeneutics that resonates
from/with contemporary real-life scenarios. This thesis argues that Latin American
biblical hermeneutics combined with the popular and community reading of the Bible
should integrate components of theories of race and ethnicity in its practice.

iii

Moreover, my investigation revolves around the following questions: (1) How
might the people of God use categories of race-ethnicity to engage the New Testament
narratives without formal academic training? And (2) what kind of insights can race and
ethnicity biblical criticism generates when used by non-academic readers within the
context of Popular and Community Reading? These two questions can be summarized as:
can participants of the PCRB incorporate elements of race and ethnicity into their
meetings and generate critical analysis of their reality? The test passages are Acts 10:1-48
and Matthew 8:5-13.

____________________________________________________
Prof. Jean-François Racine, PhD., Director
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Introduction

I remember one of the conferences that Juan Alberto Casas Ramírez, my
professor of the New Testament in Bogotá, Colombia, offered. It was about the Bible as a
Word of God and how God communicates through creation.1 One of his main arguments
was that God’s Word is not reduced to a written text and that the broad concept of
experience of God has been forgotten. He mentioned an anecdote to support his
standpoint. The story talks about Luis Alonso Schökel, a Jesuit priest, musician, and
professor of Sacred Scripture at the Pontificio Istituto Biblico in Rome.2 He was in a
forum, and someone asked him: What is the word of God? In the conference room, he
did not say any word. He stood up, walked towards a piano that was placed inside the
room, sat down, and played a music sheet that was on the piano. When he finished, he
held the sheet in his hands and asked the audience: Where is the music? Is it on the music
sheet that I have in my hands? Or is that what you just heard that is already resounding in
your heart?
This narrative reminds me of scholars who dedicate their academic careers,
focusing only on the text itself, such as its Greek composition, literary style, influences,
which elaborate a meticulous exegetical work instead of seeing the transformative
repercussion of the text on the readers. I am not suggesting that the Bible should not be
addressed using academic exegetical tools to understand the text. Instead, I am inviting

1

See Juan Alberto Casas Ramírez, professor of New Testament at Pontificia Universidad
Javerina. His research areas are exegesis-biblical theology and Hermeneutical contextual Latin American
reading of the Bible.
2

He is recognized for the translation of the Bible in Latin American contexts. La Biblia del
Peregrino [The Peregrine Bible] was published as a Bible study tool. This edition has facilitation notes to
understand the context of the text and the culture of both Testaments.

1

people to move beyond and use the tools to hear the word of God in our communities of
faith, considering our identity, our social location, and what people carry in their cultural
heritage.
This thesis starts with two major concerns that I have had as a theologian during
my time in the United States of America. The first concern is the predominantly white,
North American, and European manner of approaching biblical texts with specific
scientific methods. The second issue is about race and ethnicity in contemporary
circumstances. For instance, the media reflects public disquiet in our society associated
with racism, xenophobia, and discrimination toward others, especially against those who
are considered minorities for what these groups represent or for their stereotypes.
In this thesis, I argue that Latin American biblical hermeneutics, combined with
the Popular and Community Reading of the Bible (PCRB), can integrate components of
theories of race and ethnicity in its practice. Particularly, since I focus on Latin American
biblical interpretation in the context of PCRB and race-ethnicity biblical criticism, my
research revolves around the following questions: (1) How might the people of God use
categories of race-ethnicity to engage the New Testament narratives without formal
academic training? And (2) what kind of insights can race and ethnicity biblical criticism
generates when used by non-academic readers within the context of Popular and
Community Reading? These two questions can be summarized in the following question:
can participants of the PCRB incorporate elements of race and ethnicity into their
meetings and generate a critical analysis of their reality?
To approach these questions, I will develop my thesis in three chapters. The first
one, “Popular and Community Reading of the Bible,” aims to provide an overview of the

2

PCRB from a Latin American Biblical Interpretation. I will introduce the concept of
PCRB, its origin, and the principal authors who engaged with the reality of the Latino
culture to accomplish this objective. Moreover, I will focus on the PCRB features, pillars,
and components to provide a proper understanding of how to read the narratives of the
Old and New Testament. Then, I will present the structure of each biblical encounter,
based on a generic, hypothetical encounter. Finally, I will move into the specific manner
of reading the Bible, which incorporates the readers and their context, methods, and the
questions to be addressed in each pericope.
The second chapter, “Race, Ethnicity, and Biblical Criticism: Hellenism and
Judaism in the First Century,” aims to examine how theories of race and ethnicity
broaden hermeneutical perspectives when used to interpret the New Testament literature.
To accomplish this objective, I will first explore the conceptual constructions of the terms
race and ethnicity in social, anthropological, and biological studies. Then I will examine
the etymological compositions of the words race and ethnicity in the New Testament.
After that, I will cover how race and ethnicity have become part of biblical studies of
Early Christianity. Finally, I will propose a pedagogical guideline to approach the New
Testament narratives using race and ethnicity frameworks. The guideline will be
implemented in the context of the Popular and Community Reading of the Bible as well.
The last chapter, “Race/ethnicity Biblical Criticism and the Popular and
Community Reading of the Bible,” aims to show the applicability of race-ethnicity
biblical keys. I will split the third chapter into two parts. The first part will take the
narrative of Acts 10:1-48 and implement the biblical keys. The idea is to show the reader
how to employ the biblical keys in the text. The second part will take Matt 8:5-13, “The

3

cure of the Centurion’s servant,” and read the text using race-ethnicity biblical keys in a
PCRB context.
Race and ethnicity play an important role in my research, and they have also been
some of the most critical issues of current biblical scholarship. Following the idea of the
Second Vatican Council, scholars have used new lenses to approach the Bible as a way to
respond to diverse cultural and socio-political realities of each context. Therefore, in
terms of method, I will bring race-ethnicity biblical criticism and put it in dialogue and
mutual collaboration with a contextual analysis of Latin American Biblical interpretation
and Popular and Community Reading of the Bible (PCRB), focusing on two
environments. The first one is the first-century Hellenistic and Jewish world in the
Mediterranean. The second environment addresses the contemporary context of Latinx
culture in the United States of America and how Latinos/as tackle the biblical narratives
of the New Testaments.
So far, the biblical scholarship has not yet integrated elements of race-ethnicity
into Latin American hermeneutics of the New Testament texts in the setting of early
Christianity. Hence, I intend to integrate the following two components into my thesis
and contribute to the growing biblical scholarship on diversity in perspectives and
promote hermeneutics that resonates with contemporary real-life scenarios. The first
component is the Latino interpretation of the Bible based on the Popular and Community
Reading of the Bible. The second component is race and ethnicity in Bible studies,
particularly in the setting of a PCRB meeting

4

CHAPTER ONE
Popular and Community Reading of the Bible

This first chapter aims to provide an overview of the method of the Popular and
Community Reading of the Bible (PCRB).3 To accomplish this objective, I will first
describe the movement of the Popular and Community Reading of the Bible, and its view
of the biblical text in the Latin American context, since the PCRB emerged from the
Bible study groups established in the Base Ecclesial Communities.
As a result of this manner of approaching the Bible, different organizations joined
the movement, such as Juventud Obrera Católica (Youth Catholic Workers), Juventudes
Evangélicas (Evangelical Youth), Federación Universal de Movimientos Estudiantiles
Cristianos (Universal Federation of Christian Student Movements), among others. All
these groups appropriated the method of PCRB and extended it throughout the Latin
American and the Caribbean countries.4 Moreover, the theological understanding of the
PCRB possesses other derivatives or guidelines. For instance, the PCBR values the
experience of each member of the community and helps them critically evaluate the
current reality that presents challenges and struggles.
In the first part of this chapter, I will review and provide a glimpse of Latin
American biblical interpretation from a historical perspective, and the recent academic
and non-academic discourses regarding the topic. Then, I will attempt to distinguish

3

The phrase Popular and Community Reading of the Bible is translated from the Portuguese
Leitura Popular da Bíblia because it first emerged in Brazil. Once it spreaded to the Hispanophone
countries of Latin America, it was called Lectura Popular y Comunitaria de la Biblia. Most publications on
the method were accordingly written in Portuguese and Spanish. Through the thesis, I translate the titles of
publications and key terms in English.
4

Violeta Rocha Áreas, Lectura popular de la Biblia, Reflexiones Críticas desde la Academia
[Popular reading of the Bible, Critical Reflections from the Academy] (San José, Costa Rica: SEBILA,
2010), 13.

5

different definitions of PCRB among Latin American theologians and biblical scholars,
who are pioneers in employing this method. In the third part, I will examine the
characteristics of the PCRB, such as social analysis of reality, active participation with
the community, the influence of the Holy Spirit, among others.

1.1. Latin American Biblical Interpretation
One of the principal components of this research is biblical interpretation. The
question is, how can I unscramble the idea of biblical interpretation? Furthermore, what
can be considered a biblical interpretation from the Latin American and Caribbean
perspective? To respond to the first question, I want to cite Carlos Mesters, a pioneer in
the elaboration of an approach to biblical interpretation grounded in the Latin American
and Caribbean context, for his expertise in popular education and vulnerable communities
in Brazil. The following quotation reflects some issues of biblical interpretation raised by
Mesters:
One day, I was reflecting on the Psalm, “the Lord is mi pastor.” I thought: “When
I say ‘pastor,’ an idea of the shepherd (pastor) comes to mind that is not the same
as the one in the mind of the person who wrote the Psalm.”
Furthermore, when I pray, the prayer is about me and not about the person who
wrote the psalm. Moreover, most likely, the experience of protection that I feel
when saying, “the Lord is mi pastor,” is very different from the experience of
divine protection that led the author to write the Psalm. Moreover, when I say,
“Lord,” I think of Jesus. But the person who made the Psalm could not have
thought of Jesus since he wrote it many centuries before the birth of Jesus.
The three essential words of this Psalm, “Lord,” “me,” “pastor,” used
both by the author and me, are like three equal windows, but in two different
houses. If someone looks through these three windows into the house of the
person who wrote the Psalm, the person will see something very different from a
person who looks into my house through the same three windows. 5
All translations in this dissertation are my translations. Carlos Mesters, “Lo que me Sale de
Corazón sobre la Fuente y el Rumbo de la Interpretación Bíblica” [What Comes from my Heart about the
Source and Direction of the Biblical Interpretation], RIBLA, no. 50: 18-21.
5

6

The previous metaphor shows two people looking at the same Psalm; each one
brings their assumptions to interpret and understand it. Some elements affect their final
interpretation, such as context, time, period, and meanings. Both readers (Mesters and the
composer of the Psalm) have a different understanding of the word pastor. Thus, the
readers will always have assumptions of the text developed by their personal story and
social location, which determine their concrete context.
The second question is, what can be considered a biblical interpretation from the
Latin American and Caribbean perspective? I will draw on Leticia Guardiola-Sáenz’s
entry in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Biblical Interpretation.6 In the entry, she explores
some components of the Bible. One of her guidelines is that there is not a single and
unique definition of Latin American biblical interpretation. She affirms that Latino
interpretation should be considered as analysis rather than a rigorously academic
methodology.7 She claims that,
Latina/o interpretation consciously engages in a continuous theorization of the
self, critically defining their social and ideological location as members of the
minoritized group in the United States who elect to use their self-defined latinidad
(Latinity) as a hermeneutical lens to reread the Bible and reinvent society. Which
such politicized identity forged in the heat of violent imperial wars, invasions,
oppressive regimes, and exclusionary labels. It is no surprise that Latino/
interpretations of the Bible seek to confront totalitarian and imperializing
readings, advance liberating and inclusive interpretations, and promote social and
political transformation.8

6
Leticia A. Guardiola-Sáenz, “Latina/o Interpretation” in The Oxford Enclycopedia of Biblical
Interpretation, ed Steven L. Mckenzie, Vol. I (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 483-91.
7

Latinos/as hermeneutics refers to the interpretation undertaken by members of the Latino
community.
Guardiola-Sáenz, “Latina/o Interpretation” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Biblical
Interpretation, 485.
8

7

Moreover, Guardiola-Sáenz highlights two examples of biblical scholars. They
use the Bible as a tool to respond to the social-political-economic and cultural problems
that come from the Latin American and Caribbean context. On the one hand, Virgilio
Elizondo speaks about the hermeneutics of mestizaje (miscegenation).9 He compares the
relation between Jesus as a character immersed in a multicultural environment in the first
century and contemporary Mexican-American people. They live in a multicultural
environment, as well. In doing so, Elizondo addressed his concern for those who lived in
multicultural areas.10
On the other hand, Maria Isasi-Díaz advocates Latina women who interpret the
Bible from their social context (Mujerista interpretation). Latina women can elaborate on
a contribution from their standpoint. Latinas collect a cultural tradition of miscegenation
between White people, Native Americans, and Afro-descendants. As they read the Bible,
these women speak about freedom in a male, chauvinist culture.11
Overall, Latino interpretation does not emerge from theological centers or as a
product of individual scholars. The principal contribution of Latina/o interpretation is that
it serves as a call for constructing a liberation praxis in the lives of readers and
communities who require justice.12

9
Virgilio Elizondo was a Mexican American Roman Catholic priest and community activist, who
was also a leading scholar of Liberation and Hispanic theology. He was the co-founder of the Mexican
American Cultural Center in El Paso, TX.

Guardiola-Sáenz, “Latina/o Interpretation” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Biblical
Interpretation, 486.
10

11

Ibid., 486-487.

12
Other authors who search into Latin American biblical interpretation are: Severino Croatto,
Carlos Mesters, Jorge Pixley, Gustavo Gutierrez, Humberto Ramos Salazar, Ivone Gebara, Leonardo Boff,
and Néstor Míguez, among others. Each one of them engages in a particular exegetical and hermeneutical
work. For example, Croatto works in a hermeneutical exercise that takes the paradigm of the exodus
narrative and read the different parts of the Old Testament and the New Testament in light of it. His

8

In this section, I presented two ways of approaching the Bible. Latin American
and Caribbean biblical interpretation start from reality, the existential situation of people,
and their repression as a social fact. This type of approach responds to the cultural, social,
and political needs of specific people. In other words, when people read the Bible, they
feel the presence of God in their challenges and struggles.13

1.2 What is the Popular and Community Reading of the Bible?
I will briefly trace some of the factors that gave birth to the PCRB in the Latin
American and Caribbean context. Additionally, I will introduce the pioneers of the PCRB
and their concept and the implementation of this methodology in Latino communities in
Latin America and the U.S. to identify the educational and experimental values of this
method from a Latino cultural background. Finally, I will elaborate on my definition of
the PCRB.

investigation concludes that God guides people's pilgrimage in the dessert. Additionally, Carlos Mesters
begins to develop popular hermeneutics for ordinary people. He “produced an immense range of materials
for the propagation of the Bible on a key of liberation, which materials served to encourage the expansion
of the base ecclesial communities.” Pablo R. Andiñach, “Liberation in Latin American Biblical
Hermeneutics,” in The Future of the Biblical Past, Envisioning Biblical Studies on a Global Key (Atlanta:
Society of Biblical Literature, 2012), 137-148. Some of those materials are related to implement and be
aware of justice in their struggles. One of Mester's contributions was that he made God's Word accessible
for poor people without education. Furthermore, Nestor Míguez implements a cultural reading of the Bible.
He integrates some elements from different cultures, valuing the diversity that those elements bring when a
group of people gathers to read the Bible.
13

By this I claim that there is not a single, universal interpretation of the Bible. On the contrary,
people have their own way of approaching biblical texts based on their social location. As Mesters contends
regarding biblical interpretation, “There is not a formulation of truth that is unalterable, completely
objective, and immune to changes over centuries. Whether we want it or not, we can only address our
current reality with the ancient words of the Bible. The same goes for exegetes and scholars, bishops and
popes, pastors and missionaries. Everything is subject to changes except the cover and the packaging of the
biblical text.” Carlos Mesters, “Lo que me Sale de Corazón sobre la Fuente y el Rumbo de la Interpretación
Bíblica,”18.

9

Analyzing the context in which the PCRB emerged, I want to highlight some
events that helped the establishment of the PCRB and its position in the Latin American
context. The first event of the PCRB is the upswing and terrific social settings during the
following years of the Second Vatican Council. The section of Dei Verbum and “the
conferences of Latin American and Caribbean Episcopate held in Medellín (1968) and
Puebla (1979) promoted liberationist readings of the Bible.”14 In other words, it
maintained that ordinary people could have access to a biblical education that would
respond to their needs for liberation from political, economic, and social oppression.
To understand the definition of the PCRB, I will present Carlos Mesters’
proposal. Mesters was one of the first to read the Bible from the reality of poor people in
São Paulo, Brazil.15 Also, he employs a proper manner to approach the Scripture using
the PCRB. Carlos Mesters connects the PCRB with “círculos bíblicos” (biblical circles).
Círculos bíblicos are a combination of the Bible and life in a base community.
That is to say, people of God approach the biblical text from their experience. In this
experience, God accompanies God’s peoples in their struggles and motivates them to the
construction of the Reign of God. Also, God is ready to help and free God’s people from
harmful conditions. 16 To summarize, círculos bíblicos and the PCRB focus on peoples’
needs and goals to promote liberating actions through biblical reading.

14
Aníbal Cañaveral Orozco, Andar en el encanto de la Palabra, (Bogotá: Ediciones Ántropos
Ltda, 2012), 53.
15

Carlos Mesters is originally from the Netherland. He was a Carmelite priest. He did his studies
of Philosophy in Sao Paulo, Brazil, and his studies in Theology in Rome.
Xavier Alegre, “Lectura Popular y Comunitaria de la Biblia,” unpublished document read
during a church workshop, 2014.
16
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Other authors expand the concept of PCRB developed by Mesters, constructing
their own definition based on their participation in base communities. For example, the
Chilean liberation theologian Pablo Richard Guzmán is recognized for his work that
combines Latin American theology and current social problems.17 Richard Guzmán
affirms that the PCRB is an educational pedagogy for ecclesial communities, “which
seeks to rescue the original historical and spiritual meaning of the Bible, from the
experience, presence, and revelation of God in the world of needy and based on the
discernment and communication of the Word of God.”18
Another pioneer of Latin American biblical interpretation is the theologian,
Francisco Reyes Archila. He considers the PCRB a “pedagogy of the oppressed.”19 This
pedagogy highlights and points the PCRB as a space of faith formation where Christians
celebrate their experiences as believers amid the popular sectors and in their social
struggles.20
A Colombian theologian, Fernando Torres Millán, the founder of Kairós
Educativo, argues that the PCRB is an action of liberation where people gather to hear the
Word of God. They do not want to accumulate mere knowledge or transmit excessive

17

He is a Chilean priest. He works in Costa Rica at Departamento Ecuménico de Investigaciones
(DEI), where he dedicates his research to Latin American theology and biblical interpretation. He is a
Faculty member at Universidad Bíblica Latinoamericana.
18
Francisco Reyes Archila, Hagamos vida la Palabra [Let's make the Word of God alive],
(Bogotá: Kimpres Ltda, 1997), 88.
19

Francisco Reyes Archila bases his theory along the lines of Pablo Fraile's thinking popular and

education.
20

Reyes Archila, 1997, 89.
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information about God to others. 21 On the contrary, this community seeks spiritual and
human growth. This encounter is a learning process in which God reveals something.22
Bringing diversity into this PCRB presentation, I want to introduce different
perspectives besides Mester’s experience from a European background. Hans De Wit is a
professor at Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam.23 He has been working in PCRB in Latin
American contexts.24 Hans de Wit affirms that the PCRB listens to the voices that have
never been heard. That is to say, ordinary people have struggles in their life, and a
biblical encounter creates a space where they can speak about their personal and
community woes.25
Moreover, the PCRB reads the Bible with the poor: those who are in need or a
marginalized context. However, de Wit sees this characteristic as a limit of the PCRB
because it seems to see the people who gather to read the Bible merely as the victims of

21

Kairós Educativo is an organization located in Bogotá, Colombia. This organization articulates
processes from a logic of popular education and liberation theology. Besides, it provides alternative routes
for the construction of peace. Its three main axes are, 1) Spiritualities and theologies, 2) Border pedagogies,
and 3) Critical interculturality. Currently, Kairós Educativo develops a biblical reading project with a lens
of Forgiveness and Reconciliation.
Fernando Torres Millán and Pablo Rozen, “Lectura Popular de la Biblia como Educación
Popular,” RIBLA, no. 53 (2006): 20-30.
22

23
His research includes ordinary people’s reading of the Bible in marginalization conditions.
However, he recognizes Carlos Mesters’ work as a priority reference to investigate the PCRB.
24

Hans de Wit mentions that the PCRB is a contextual reading of the Bible. A contextual Bible
study “is an interactive study of particular texts in the Bible, which brings the perspectives of both the
context of the reader and the context of the Bible into dialogue for transformation.” Sarojini Nadar,
“Beyond the ‘Ordinary Reader’ and the Invisible Intellectual: Pushing the boundaries of Contextual Bible
Study Discourses,” in The Future of the Biblical Past, Envisioning Biblical Studies on a Global Key
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2012), 3-12.
25
Arenas Paula Andrea and Casas Juan Alberto, “La exégesis en América Latina 80 años después,
personas, temas y métodos. Panel: Hermenéutica Latinoamérica” YouTube video, 1:24’, posted by
“Asociación Bíblica Argentina,” July 22, 2019,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=smW_drmZqa0&t=3051s.
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an oppressive social system.26 In other words, de Wit suggests that poor people should
not be blindly regarded as victims. The same goes for people with high economic status,
who might not always be the oppressors either.27
Following all the definitions presented above, I want to offer my own definition
of the PCRB based on what I have mentioned in the previous paragraphs. I affirm that the
PCRB is an approach to the Bible that invigorates people of God as subjects of history,
reinforcing their mission for which God created and raised them.28 Through the PCRB,
people feel God’s presence in their lives. Moreover, the PCRB accompanies people in
their realities, struggles, and needs. Every meeting of the PCRB brings support,
reflection, critical thinking, awareness, and education.29

1.3 Features, Pillars, and Components
The PCRB has numerous characteristics. Here, I will address ten of them
presented by Carlos Mesters and Francisco Orofino in their article, “Sobre la Lectura

26
The poor, in a broad sense, is "the worker, the peasant, the indigenous, the black, the woman,
the youth, all the marginalized and oppressed of the countryside and the city." Ibid., 31. Poor people are
not only those who do not have financial resources. In a broader sense, it can be said that the poor is the
one who is being oppressed by any system, be it political, economic, social, or ideological. This
oppression does not allow the human being to discover his/her role and the purpose for which she/he was
created and raised.
27
Miguel de la Torre, in his book Reading the Bible from the Margins, mention some lens or
approaches to raise the speechless such as African American, Amerindians, Asians, and Jews. Miguel de la
Torre, Reading the Bible from the Margins (New York: Maryknoll, 2002), 58-70.
28

Cañaveral Orozco affirms that the Popular Reading of the Bible is fed by the historicalcritical method and the investigations of the social sciences. Ídem. Andar en el encanto de la Palabra,
53-57.
29

Torres Millán and Rozen, 2006, 02.
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popular de la Biblia” (On the Popular Reading of the Bible).30 Additionally, I will
describe the five pillars of the PCRB. After reading the ten characteristics and five pillars,
the readers of this research will have a global vision of the PCRB in the Latin American
context.
The first feature is “to recognize and accept the Bible as the Word of God.”31 That
is to say, the Bible consists of faith experiences of people who felt God´s presence in
their lives. The reader thus enters into that experiences of faith through the PCRB. The
second characteristic comes from the field of history. It claims that “the individuals of the
Bible bring their history and their stories.”32 Likewise, the Bible establishes an
unfathomable relationship with the reader’s life.
The third characteristic, God fights with the people towards freedom, is correlated
with the second feature:
From this new relationship between the Bible and life, the poor realize the
greatest discovery of all times: “If God was with God’s people in the past, then,
God will also be with us in this struggle to free us. God also hears our cry!” (Ex 2,
24; 3,7). Thus, a new experience of God and life is born imperceptibly, which

30
Carlos Mesters and Francisco Orofino. “Sobre la Lectura Popular de la Biblia,” DEI,
Departamento Ecuménico de Investigaciones, Vol. 130 April 2007, 16-26. Additionally, Mester, in his
article “Lo que me sale del Corazón" (What Comes out from my Heart), synthesizes three more
characteristics of the PCRB. The first one is familiriadad (familiarity), that is to say, we feel the Bible as a
story that belongs to us. The Bible expresses what we are and what we live for. Also, through the Bible, we
embody God's experience. The second characteristic is “liberty,” understood as the fidelity of God's
message. The third characteristic is "faithfulness," which means to avoid forcing the biblical text to satisfy
the readers intentions. To summarize the three characteristics, the PCRB is not about the Bible itself or the
study of it, but the experience of a people on God. Also, the PCRB is more than an individual experience,
as it has a communal dimension as well.

Carlos Mesters and Francisco Orofino, “Sobre la Lectura Popular de la Biblia” [On the Popular
Reading of the Bible], DEI, Departamento Ecuménico de Investigaciones, Vol. 130 (April 2007), 16-26.
31

32

Ibid,16.
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becomes the most decisive criterion of Popular Reading and that less appears in
its explanations and interpretations.33
The fourth feature presents how accessible the Bible is for ordinary people.
Formerly, the Scripture was a book that could be read and interpreted only by the clergy.
However, nowadays, a large part of the world’s population can access to the Bible, even
in their native languages. For Mesters and Orofino, the fifth characteristic is the intimacy
of God’s people today with the Bible to the extent that “the Bible is no longer a strange
and unreachable book. The Bible belongs to the people of God.”34
The sixth characteristic is the continuous power of recognizing how God’s Word
affects the reader’s life. Put it differently; the objective of the PCRB is to identify how
God speaks to base communities and individuals nowadays.35 The seventh characteristic
relates to the Bible and freedom. Mesters and Orofino stress that the Bible should not be
imposed on any person. This is because the Bible “is presented not as a simple book that
enforces doctrine, but as a ‘Good News’ that reveals God’s liberating presence in the life
and struggle of the people. The Bible confirms people’s path and encourages them in
their hope.”36
The eighth characteristic, the Bible and life from the current reality, focuses on
practice; it claims that, for a deep relationship between the Bible and life, it is essential to
point two factors: a) to assess with a critical perspective the reality of the community,

33
Carlos Mesters and Francisco Orofino, “Sobre la Lectura Popular de la Biblia” [On the Popular
Reading of the Bible], 16.
34

Ibid., 17.

35

Ibid.

36

Ibid.
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identifying their problematics and sufferings, and b) to find the proper social analysis of
the biblical text. Thus, the readers should consider both the current context and that of the
biblical passage.37
The ninth characteristic points out to the active participation of the community.
Before explaining this feature, I have to describe the role of the Bible animator to
understand the statement above. The animator accompanies the PCRB meeting. One of
his/her tasks is to assist the process of the PCRB so that the whole community feels
involved and participates. Also, this person builds personal and group reading spaces and
prepares workshops, questions, songs, and prayers. The animator is, therefore,
responsible for leading and facilitating the meeting.
The tenth and last characteristic addresses the proper atmosphere of faith and
fraternity inside the group. This environment might include songs, celebrations, prayers,
and symbols. Without this context of the Spirit, it is not possible to find out the meaning
that the text has for the community today.38
After having referenced the proposal of the ten characteristics of the PCRB, it is
possible to affirm that the option for the poor is fundamental to this movement. God
comforts the oppressed in their complicated reality of injustice. The PRCB creates an
environment of critical reflection in the face of social and political events. Besides, I want
to add an eleventh feature—the inclusive character of the Word of God. The PCRB is
intended to provide liberating support to those who are “oppressed” by diverse social,
political, and even economic, cultural factors. Nevertheless, we must also think of those

Carlos Mesters and Francisco Orofino, “Sobre la Lectura Popular de la Biblia” [On the Popular
Reading of the Bible], 17.
37

38

Ibid.
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who consider themselves as “oppressors.” The Word of God was written to accompany
the entire creation regardless of our differences: we all have a right to receive the
message of God or the “good news.”
The PCRB not only has the characteristics that I mentioned previously; there is a
philosophical and theoretical line behind this community-experience method. This line is
based on five pillars. The difference between the five pillars and the ten characteristics is
that, while the characteristics highlight the pragmatic aspects that emerge from the
people’s experiences, according to Mesters, in his work with communities in Brazil, the
pillars are considered the preliminary ideas or guidelines of the PCRB.
I will describe the five philosophical pillars based on a conference paper
presented by Xavier Alegre, “The Spirit of the Lord fills the face of the earth; God walks
with us in history and our life; grace implies nature; the Bible serves as a norm and
itinerary; the faith of the Church gives the right eyes to read the Bible.” 39 In this paper,
Alegre, the emeritus professor of New Testament at the School of Theology Cataluña and
Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón, develops five pillars of the PCRB
foundations.
The first pillar is “the Spirit of the Lord fills the face of the earth.” In other words,
God is present in the history of each human being. God can be captured by creation

39
Xavier Alegre, “El Espíritu del Señor llena la faz de la tierra; Dios camina con nosotros en la
historia y en nuestra vida; La gracia implica naturaleza; la Biblia sirve como norma e itinerario; la fe de la
Iglesia da los ojos correctos para leer la Biblia” [The Spirit of the Lord fills the face of the earth; God walks
with us in history and in our life; grace implies nature; the Bible serves as a norm and itinerary; Church
faith gives the right eyes to read the Bible], paper presented at the conference of Universidad
Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas (San Salvador: El Salvador, June 8-July 5, 2015).
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because “the invisible work of the Spirit of God consists in driving creation, history to
life, to all of us until we reach Christ and find happiness.”40
The second pillar is expressed at the moment when human beings find out that
“God walks with us in our story and our lives.” It consists of the act of God with human
beings in history.
The third pillar, “the divine grace implies nature,” claims that “salvation and
grace, which Christ set in motion, did not begin from scratch, but has its starting point in
the same creation.”41
The fourth pillar is, “the Bible serves as a standard and itinerary.” This point
reveals the presence of God in our lives and the strength of God’s life-giving Spirit.
Therefore, the Bible becomes excellent support for us to be able to discover that profound
reality.42 Besides, the Bible should not be considered a book of “magic” recipes, which
solve the problems of people with verses taken out of context. Therefore, as Alegre
claims, the Bible “is the experience of the people of God who, with the help of the Holy
Spirit, discovered in their lives how God was present and revealed God’s essence.”43

40
Xaxier Alegre, “Lectura Popular y Comunitaria de la Biblia,” unpublish document read during a
church workshop, 2014.
41

Ibid.
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Ibid.
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The fifth pillar, the faith of the community, gives the proper interpretation to read
the Bible. 44 The Bible was assembled for diverse believing communities who could find
in it the most profound sense of their faith and their identity as a people of God. 45
Moreover, Sarojini Nadar shares in her book, Beyond the ordinary Reader and the
Invisible Intellectual, three components that readers assume when they approach biblical
texts. Some of the components are related to the PCRB environment.46 Although she does
not explicitly address these components to the PCRB, they fit perfectly in the reader’s
role when they approach the text.47
The first component refers to the community. Every member is a competent
reader of the Bible; there is wisdom that comes from the community. The interactions
between people build knowledge, critical thinking, life, and sacred space. The second
component is the context. The context helps to identify the social location of both the
reader and the writer of the sacred text. The third component is critical engagement. At
this point, the community interprets the text not only with their experience but with
biblical exegetical tools as well.

Xaxier Alegre, “Lectura Popular y Comunitaria de la Biblia,” unpublish document read during a
church workshop, 2014.
44

45

Throughout many centuries, Jews, Romans, Christians and believers referred to the Bible to find
the most profound experiences of faith, so that they could understand where and how God acted in their
lives. The way each communities of believers interpreted the Bible functioned as a standard to discern the
presence of God in their lives and the world. Therefore, the books of the Bible were assembled, in
principle, to empower faith communities that served as the liberating instrument of God's love in this unfair
world. Ibid., 07.
46
Sarojini Nadar is an honorary professor at the University of Kwazulu-Natal; her disciplines are
gender studies and religious studies.

Sarojini Nadar, “Beyond the ‘Ordinary Reader’ and the ‘Invisible Intellectual’: Pushing the
boundaries of Contextual Bible Study Discourses,” in The Future of the Biblical Past, Envisioning Biblical
Studies on a Global Key (Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2012), 19.
47
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1.4 Structure of each encounter
The Popular and Community Reading of the Bible has several steps to follow;
these steps establish a pattern for each encounter.48 The PCRB suggests six steps.
However, they have a flexible character, which means that if the animator or facilitator
may want to add or remove any, it is acceptable.
To identify the parts or steps of the PCRB meetings, I will use the following
scheme; afterward, I will describe each section.
Table 1. Scheme for the Popular and Community Reading of the Bible encounters.

Scheme for the Popular and Community Reading of the Bible encounters
 Welcoming
 Reflect on life/ start from reality
 Read, hear, listen to the biblical text
 Identify how the Word of God illuminates our life
 Commitment
 Celebration, prayer, and chants
Source: Carlos Mesters and Francisco Orofino. “Sobre la Lectura Popular de la Biblia,” DEI, Departamento
Ecuménico de Investigaciones, Vol. 130, April 2007, 16-7.

The first moment consists of welcoming. At the beginning of the meeting, the
animator of the gathering introduces the community to biblical experience. 49 In the
welcoming part, it is necessary that the animator of the meeting kindly greet each
participant of the group. Additionally, an animator provides an appropriate environment

48

The scheme was developed with information compiled by Mesters. See Carlos Mesters, Nacer de
nuevo: 33 encuentros bíblicos para nacer, amar y seguir a Jesús (Buenos Aires: Centro bíblico ecuménico,
1996), 18-19.
49

The Popular and Community Reading of the Bible suggests having a person with some biblical
knowledge; his/her role is to lead, guide, accompany, and facilitate the encounter.
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to facilitate and create an encounter. If possible, the animator should avoid
accommodating the chairs as a classroom setting. The setting has to be organized using
the Kumbaya style.
Further, the animator prepares a song to start the meeting: the song is related to
the theme of the meeting. In some cases, it would be reasonably pedagogical if the
facilitator prints the lyrics of the song so participants will engage with active
involvement. Also, the facilitator prepares a prayer to the Holy Spirit and presents the
topic briefly and clearly as an introduction.50 This section can take between ten to 20
minutes, no longer than that.
The following section reflects on the reality of the community, its strengths, and
its weaknesses. This section, known as a reflection on life and a starting point of reality,
has two components: the social and political analysis of the contemporary situations, and
the reality of each participant in their daily lives. Additionally, it is intended that the
animator present the current reality disapprovingly. All attendees “become critically
aware of this situation and participate in the dialogue about it. It is often helpful to have a
series of questions prepared to facilitate dialogue about this social, political, economic
reality.”51 This section can take between 20 to 30 minutes, no longer than that.
In a third moment, the community reads, hears, and listens to the biblical text.
The community approaches the biblical text grounded in the Word of God. The biblical
text is associated with the previous step. In this sense, the current reality suggests a

50

A prayer is addressed to the Holy Spirit who empowers and drives the mission of every believer.

Xaxier Alegre, “Lectura Popular y Comunitaria de la Biblia,” unpublished document read during
a church workshop, 2014.
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connection between the readers’ involvement and the text. This section can take between
30 to 40 minutes.
Moreover, I propose four components for this step of the meeting: a) preparation:
once the presenter finishes with the reality issues, a “physical change” must be noticed in
the environment. For example, the animator may light a candle indicating the time to read
the Word of God. Another option might be to sing a stanza as a proclamation or opening
of God’s Word. In this sense, the animator can point out to the group that there is a
process of changing. Second, it is essential to evoke a phrase that relates the text to be
read with life, to captivate the attention of the participants. Third, after the sentence, the
community reads the biblical text.52 Lastly, once the community ends the biblical
reading, the animator invites the group to have a moment of silence so that people can
deepen in the passage from the Bible.
The fourth step is to identify how the Word of God illuminates our life:
It is helpful for the meeting that the animator, who has prepared the text, helps the
community, briefly and clearly, to have a better understanding of the context,
literary, and historical background. In certain types of documents, it is also good
to indicate the literary form or genre of the text, which otherwise could be
misunderstood by the community. The animator must present some questions that
can help unravel the richness of the text, bearing in mind that the text illuminates
the pre-text and with the pre-text, the actuality of the biblical text.53
After having illuminated the reality of the community in light of the Bible, each
participant voluntarily commits a personal response to the encounter. This part of the
meeting is usually called “commitment.” In this part, the participants will write a

52
Ways to approach the Bible can vary, participants can alter it or dramatize it and participate in
it. Sometimes participants are asked to read each sentence twice. The idea is to feel the text and read it
carefully. Mesters, Nacer de nuevo: 33 encuentros bíblicos para conocer, amar y seguir a Jesús, 12-13.

Xaxier Alegre, “Lectura Popular y Comunitaria de la Biblia,” unpublished document read during
a church workshop, 2014.
53
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promise, petition, or message of grace from the Word of God, and they will take it home.
The Word of God “encourages people to become aware of their vocation and to
remember God’s love in the transformation of this unjust and oppressor world.”54 This
section can take between five to ten minutes.
As for the last moment, which involves celebration, prayer, and song, the
animator has time for personal prayer. Each participant enters in intimacy with God and
expresses grace through a request, a phrase of gratitude, or praise. Subsequently, some
participants voluntarily share their personal experiences of God as a sign of community
prayer. Besides, the animator will have prepared an appropriate song for the closing time.
This section can take no longer than 12 minutes. Finally, the animator dismisses each
member of the group, reminding them of the importance of the commitment he acquired
during the meeting. The following pictures will illustrate the to organize and promote
encounters of PCRB. Each meeting is unique and depends on the audience; the animator
sets up space according to his-her criteria.

Xaxier Alegre, “Lectura Popular y Comunitaria de la Biblia,” unpublished document read during
a church workshop, 2014.
54
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Imagens 1. Illustration of PCRB encounters.

Source: Contextual Reading of the Bible, Pontificia Universidad Javeriana, Bogotá-Colombia, 2015.
Photos taken by Diego Salazar Galvis.

24

1.5 Artífices, Entradas, Llaves y Claves of the Bible using the PCRB method

For this segment, I will describe the logic of the artífices (artifices), entradas
(entrances), claves (keys), and codes (tricks). This logic is implemented for the PCRB
method to facilitate the approach to a biblical passage pedagogically for audiences who
are not familiar with the reading of the Bible. Latin American Bible scholars compiled
this method from the record of the PCRB meetings.55 However, Cañaveral Orozco
systematizes the method by implementing questions and categories.56 This method
enables the approach to biblical text using the PCRB.
The method developed by Cañaveral Orozco from the PCRB consists of four
articulating axes. The first axis, artífices, are the people, communities, social groups that
appropriate the biblical reading. In other words, the artífices are those who approach the
text (readers): for example, farmworkers, indigenous people, Afro-descendants, poor,
wealthy, men, women, children, among others.57 This method does not make any

55

Pablo Richard calls the artificers, entrances, keys, and codes method as the hermeneutics of
liberation. "Hermeneutics of liberation is simply the theory of this practice of Popular Reading of the Bible
in Latin America. Pablo Richard, “Lectura Popular de la Biblia en América Latina. Hermenéutica de la
liberación,” 30.
56
Orozco was the first Colombian biblical scholar to create and organize the Latin American
biblical interpretation method in a systematic form. In his book, Andar en el Encanto de la Palabra,
Diálogo de sabers en Artífices, Entradas, Llaves, y Claves, he integrates official documents from the
Catholic Church with biblical initiatives from other Cristian denominations to see how these religious
institutions approach the biblical interpretation. He contends that one of the PCRB’s main points is that the
Bible should not be regarded as a scientific textbook. Rather, every individual can be a competent reader of
the Bible if the person knows how to connect the text with her/his life and community. See Anibal
Cañaveral Orozco, Andar en el Encanto de la Palabra, Diálogo de saberes en Artífices, Entradas, Llaves, y
Claves,[Walking in the Charm of the Word, Dialogue of knowledge in artifices, entrances, keys, and codes]
(Bogotá: Ántropos Ltda, 2012).
57

While some participants in the PCRB are leaders of movements aiming to social transformation
or have leadership roles in the community, other participants hold no leadership role in particular.

25

distinction between readers; all readers are considered at the same level of knowledge.
There is no space for discrimination and exclusion.”58
The second axis is entradas (entrances). The entradas refer to the road map that
the reader will follow to “enter” into the language and world of the biblical text.59
Cañaveral Orozco points out as an example of entradas the testimony of Oswaldo
Martínez: “for those of us who live and work in the countryside, the Bible is like a small
country house.”60 Several roads and entrances reach it. Usually, some farmers arrive or
leave the country house using different ways. The reader can approach the Bible through
several paths, through many entrances. One of those paths can focus on the sociohistorical context, ticks of conflict, among others.
The third axis is llaves (keys). Llaves are the questions the reader asks to the
text.61 To understand this axis, I will describe it with the following metaphors: the reader
assimilates the Bible as a closed book. The reader (artífices) wants to open the book and
find the message in it. To uncover the message, the readers implement different keys
(questions) to open the text and find out its richness—every key helps to approach the
text from different perspectives and to highlight different elements.62

The term ‘artiífice’ was used in a theological meeting of CETELA (Community of Latin
American and Caribbean Ecumenical Theological Education) in La Paz, Bolivia. See. “I propose the word
‘artifices’ - as opposed to subject - I refuse to be called Subject (Sujeto: masculine) or, worse still subject
(sujeta: femenine).” Anaida Pascual Morán, “Pedagogía Teofeminista: Una Pedagogía-Teológica Emergente
con Vocación Liberadora y Trasformadora.” Cañaveral Orozco, Andar en el encanto de la Palabra, 92.
58
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Ibid., 98-100.
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Ibid., 82.
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Ibíd., 104.
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In this sense, keys are the questions, and these questions assist the reader in
finding entrances and opening the biblical text. Cañaveral Orozco presents in his book
Andar en el Encanto de la Palabra (Walk in the Charm of the Word) six types of key
chains.
In the following table, the reader can identify the types of a keyring, the key, and the
question that accompanies the key.
a) Literary keychain:
Table 1.2. Literary keychain.

Key name
Styles

Question
What style does the biblical text have?

Literary genres

What is the literary genre of the biblical text?

Biblical traditions

What are the traditions reflected in the text?

Repeated words
Oppositions

What are the most repeated words in the text?
What are the disagreements among characters that appear in the
text?

Inclusions

Where can you identify an inclusion in the text?

Structures

What is the structure of the biblical text?

Source: Anibal Cañaveral Orozco, El escarbar campesino de la Biblia, (Quito: Verbo Divino, 2002), 104111.

b) Keychain to address a text in itself (narrative form):
Table 1.3. Narrative keychain.

Key name
Setting

Question
How is the setting created?
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What characters are in the text? Are they humans, animals?
- Who is/are the protagonists? Who is/are the antagonists?
Characters

- Who are the flat/round characters?
- Describe their traits (their thinking and speaking)
Is the narrative depicted directly to the audience, or does a

Narrator
Places
Temporal/timing
(Duration and
Frequency of events)

narrator mediate it? Is the narrator implicit in the story?
What places does the text mention?
Do the events occur in a brief period? Is the story in the past,
present, future tense?
What is the major theme of the narrative? How is the theme

Theme
Plot/weft
Movements
Actions

articulated?
What is the plot/weft of the narrative?
What movements or groups can you distinguish in the text?
What are the essential actions in the text?
What are the effects of the narrative on the reader?

Empathy

What is the impact of the narrative on the reader?

Source: Anibal Cañaveral Orozco, El escarbar campesino de la Biblia, (Ecuador: Verbo Divino, 2002), 104111.

c) Keychain of social contexts (this keychain responds to a social, political,
economic, cultural, ideological dimension):
Table 1.4. Social context keychain.

Key name

Question

Problems

What problems do you recognize in the text?

Relationships

What kind of relationships reveals the text?
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Needs

What needs do the protagonists of the story have?

Powers

What kind of dynamic of power do you see in the text?

Rights

What rights appear in the text?

Source: Anibal Cañaveral Orozco, El escarbar campesino de la Biblia, (Ecuador: Verbo Divino, 2002), 104111.

d) Keychain of the personal and psychological dimension:
Table 1.5. Personal and psychological keychain.

Key name

Question

Feelings

What kind of emotions do you detect in the text?

Dreams

What dreams appear in the story?

Sufferings
Symbols

What situations produce suffering in the text?
What symbols appear in the text?

Source: Anibal Cañaveral Orozco, El escarbar campesino de la Biblia, (Ecuador: Verbo Divino, 2002), 104111.

e) Keychain of the ideological dimension:
Table 1.6. Ideological keychain.

Key name
Values

Question
What kind of values do you identify in the text?

Manners/Customs

What kind of cultural customs do you find in the narrative?

Vocabulary

What kind of vocabulary employs the narrator of the text?

Languages

What is the original language/idiom of the text?

Mythos63

What is the myth that appears in the text?

Myths should be understood in this degree work as a “fabulous story of oral tradition that
explains, through narration, the actions of beings that symbolically embody forces of nature, aspects of the
human condition, etc.; It applies especially to the one that narrates the actions of the gods or heroes of
Antiquity.”
63
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Discourses

What type of speeches does the text reflect?

Dialogues

What dialogues do you find in the text?

Source: Anibal Cañaveral Orozco, El escarbar campesino de la Biblia, (Ecuador: Verbo Divino, 2002), 104111.

f) Keychain of the theological dimension:
Table 1.7. Theological keychain.

Key name
Beliefs

Question
What kind of beliefs do you detect in the text?
What is the attitude of God in the story? How is God present

God’s presence
Celebrations

in the narrative?
What kind of celebrations appears in the text?

Oracles64

What do the oracles announce in the text?

Rites

What rites do you distinguish in the text?

Hopes

What initiatives of hopes appear in the story?

Religious experiences

What situations are considered spiritual/religious experiences
in the text?

Source: Anibal Cañaveral Orozco, El escarbar campesino de la Biblia, (Ecuador: Verbo Divino, 2002), 104111.

Finally, the fourth articulating axis is códigos (codes). Códigos are “the necessary
information to understand the concern and resolve certain issues.”65 Also, the codes “are

https://www.google.com.co/search?q=sintaxis&rlz=1C1CAFA_enCO699CO699&oq=sintaxis&aqs=chrom
e..69i57j69i59l3j69i61l2.1489j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#q=mito (accessed January 08, 2020).
64
Oracle, “in the popular sense, is a divine communication in a specific place and through chosen
people. It also refers to the place of said communication. The oracle used by pagans from ancient times to
the present is one of divination.” http://www.corazones.org/diccionario/oraculo.htm (accessed January 08,
2020).
65

Cañaveral Orozco, Andar en el encanto de la Palabra, 104.
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like secrets or tricks. If we do not know them and decipher them, it is tough to be able to
open the doors and the entrances in the most intimate places of the Bible.” 66 In different
words, the reader has to ask the proper questions to enter into the biblical text.
As presented in this section, the axes help the readers to develop a hermeneutical
approach to the biblical text. Each axis has a particular component and highlights the
reader’s participation in the context of the text. To some extent, these four axes
metaphorically present how a Latino community identifies innovative ways to understand
and approach the Word of God. Each axis represents a fundamental part so that the whole
process might work properly. In this way, it is possible to capture the reality of the
people, along with their identity and their close relationship with the text: their lives are
connected with stories of the Bible and narratives of the stories. In other words, the axes
represent a popular education with the community.
The biblical keys work as an exegetical tool for those who do not have a high
level of education to have the luxury of studying the Scripture. Since one of the
fundamental aspects of the axes lies in its approach to the Bible through questions rather
than academic reflections of the text, everyone can have access to it. Put it differently,
borrowing Socrates’s language, questions are asked to reach knowledge.
Also, as the Bible has a profound internal richness, there should be no limits
regarding the number of keychains. That is why I do not limit the number of keys. As
Orozco introduced us to some of them, I will also develop a keychain based on my
experience and role as an animator of popular reading Bible meetings. Thus, after
presenting all the axes and questions, I want to elaborate on a new keychain related to
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race and ethnicity to provide the readers with new elements through which they can
approach the biblical text. This keychain, with its respective questions, will be presented
at the end of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER TWO
Race, Ethnicity, and Biblical Criticism: Hellenism and the Jewish Culture in the
First Century
This second chapter aims to examine how theories of race and ethnicity broaden
hermeneutical perspectives when they are used to interpret the New Testament literature.
To accomplish this objective, I will first explore the conceptual constructions of the terms
race and ethnicity in social, anthropological, and biological studies.
Then, to further strengthen the definition of the terms and to have a solid
epistemological base for the theoretical approach of race and ethnicity in the biblical
texts, I will analyze these two categories in light of the context of the biblical world,
focusing on the world of the New Testament. To complement this objective, I will turn to
Diccionario Exegético del Nuevo Testamento to trace the word ethnos (ἔθνος) and genos
(γένος) from the Greek language and see how these two concepts were used in the
Mediterranean world of the first century.
Additionally, I will propose a new view of race, ethnicity, and biblical criticism,
highlighting the foundations of critical race theories and their impact on the reading of
the biblical narratives. In other words, I will explain how this new view of race, ethnicity,
and biblical criticism relates to the PCRB.
Therefore, in the following, I will introduce how race and ethnicity were
conceived in Early Christianity and how Christianity, as a lifestyle or praxis, evoked a
new comprehension of identities for many ethnicities: not only for Jews and GrecoRoman but also for extended numbers of other ethnicities living in that multicultural
environment. Then, the paper will briefly describe the racial diversity and some of the
primary characteristics of Jews, Romans, and Greeks in the context of the New
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Testament. However, since the paper mainly focuses on the impact of the race and
ethnicity theory on the PCRB, I will keep the socio-historical analysis of race and
ethnicity concise, without undermining its enormous contribution to the biblical
interpretation.
In the last part of the chapter, I will present some new biblical keyrings for the
PCRB method based on my own research. Although these keys will involve critical race
and ethnicity theory, it should be reminded that my research on race and ethnicity will
mainly focus on Jews, Greeks, and Romans. Therefore, other cultural, ethnic-racial
groups of the first century, such as Ammonites, Moabites, Ethiopian, Aramaeans,
Samaritans, Syrians, Phoenicians, and Egyptians, among others, will not be considered.67
Since the biblical narrative talks about other ethnicities besides Jews and Greco-Romans,
and because each group deserves a particular examination, the analytical keyrings
presented in this chapter should not be used as a one-size-fits-all method. On the
contrary, the biblical-guideline keys that I present here should be used considering the
particularities of the ethnic-racial group that the readers might have in mind.

2.1 Definitions of Race and Ethnicity
Τhe definitions of race and ethnicity in social sciences provide an extensive
comprehension and understanding of the subject matter. In the first instant, I will
introduce the concept of ethnicity and its features. Secondly, I will delve into the concept
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The book of Acts reflects the multicultural environment of the Mediterranean world. In chapter
two, it refers to the languages of the Parthians, Medes, Elamites, Cretans, and Arabs, as well as the
languages spoken by the residents in Mesopotamia, Cappadocia, Pontus, Asia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, Egypt,
and Cyrene. Other texts refer to Samaritans, Ethiopians, and Cypriots. See Daniel J. Hays, From Every
People and Nation: A Biblical Theology of Race (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2003), 177.
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of race. I will employ Katherine Southwood’s argument in Ethnicity and the Mixed
Marriage Crisis in Ezra 9-10, and Audrey Smedley and Brian Smedley’s categories of
race and ethnicity in their article “Race as Biology Are Fiction, Racism as a Social
Problem Is Real,” to achieve an anthropological and socio-historical comprehension of
race and ethnicity.
To begin with, the word ethnicity comes from the noun, ἔθνος (ethnos), which has
numerous meanings.68 Katherine Southwood tracks the concept of race and ethnicity
from an anthropological perspective. For example, Southwood, echoing Barth’s
assessment on ethnicity, claims that ethnicity “is ‘imperative’ since it cannot be
disregarded and temporarily set aside by other definitions of the situation.”69
However, Southwood is also aware of opposite arguments, as she notes, “ethnicity
is something which emerges at times of strife in the course of which people stress their
identity and exclusiveness.”70 As such, Southwood tries to find a balance between
different ideas about race and ethnicity. I will introduce some of them to enrich the broad
theoretical spectrum of race and ethnicity.
On the one hand, ethnicity is understood as a social identity distinguished by
fictive kinship. In a broader notion of the concept of ethnic group, Southwood affirms,

ἔθνος can reference multitudinous groups, such as bees, or warriors (Homer, Iliad 3.32; 7.115;
Sophocles, Antigone 344). Aeschylus describes the Persians with the term (Persia 43, 56); Sophocles uses
it for wild animals (Philoctetes 1147). Herodotus uses ethnos in a universal sense to imply a “tribe, nation,
or people” (Herodotus, Histories 1.101; 9.106). However, even within the early Greek period, the term was
imbued with a strong sense of “the foreign, animalistic other,” though often highly nuanced applications
that sought to promote Hellenic culture (Aristotle, Politics 1324.b.10; Sophocles, Philoctetes 1147). For
example, Aristotle and Aeschylus often applied the term negatively referring to non-Athenians. Katherine
E. Southwood, Ethnicity and the Mixed Marriage Crisis in Ezra 9-10: An Anthropological Approach (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 19.
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“ethnicity is a type of hereditary status group whose members maintain the conviction of
the excellence of one’s [their] own customs and the inferiority of alien ones.”71 This
category involves ways of socializing with other groups; ethnicity determines common
language, culture, migration, politics, and boundaries with others.72 The boundaries “are
characterized by differentiation mechanisms such as categorization, or ‘self-ascription of
others’ which subsequently function as an assumed criterion for behavioral evaluation.”73
Following the same line, Southwood establishes six features that depict the
characteristics of a group and their ethnicity: a common proper name; a myth of common
ancestry; shared historical memories, including heroes, significant events, celebrations,
and remembrances; same manifestation of religion, custom (traditions), and language;
affiliation or linkage for a homeland or at least a symbolic attachment to ancestral land;
finally, solidarity.74
On the other hand, Southwood adds other material and legal elements related to
ethnicities, such as historical territory, collective economy, mass education-based culture,
legal rights, and the same duties for all group members.75 As such, from a modern
scholarly assumption that explores ethnicity in antiquity, the first central aspect to
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consider when it comes to ethnicity is biological race theories, nationalism, and cultural
identities. In other words, following an anthropological viewpoint, ethnicity is considered
an alternative that emphasizes the dynamic elements of a group’s identity.
Additionally, it is crucial to take into consideration the cultural aspect that
influences the shape of an ethnic identity:
Ethnicity is culturally constructed, rather than a biological phenomenon. The
contents of ethnic identity are defined situationally, on an emic level, according to
the subjective criteria and requirements of the group in question and concerning
other groups with whom interaction occurs. Numerous cultural features, such as
religion, class, caste, or language, maybe symbolically manipulated by ethnic
groups by such identities.76
Whereas ethnicity emerges as an element embedded in one’s identity, when it
comes to race, the term refers to “a fairly recent construct, one that emerged well after
population groups from different continents came into contact with one another.”77
Namely, ethnicity alludes to the commonalities of a group of people who share the same
cultural traits which distinguish from those of others.78
Race denotes the biological features of a group and its sociological implications.
Following Audrey Smedley and Brian Smedley’s extensive studies, race has the
following characteristics:
The first feature of race is based on societies that designate racial groups as
physical differences such as skin color, hair, texture, eye shape, nose width, lip thickness,
and other facial and body traits. The second feature affirms that race is naturally unequal
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and therefore ranked hierarchically. The third characteristic assumes the distinctive
cultural behaviors of each race linked to their physical appearance. Although race is a
social construct based on physical characteristics, it accepts the innate aspect of the race
that affects one’s physical and behavioral features.79
As I roughly summarized the concept of race and ethnicity, it is now appropriate
for the comprehension of this research to determine the relationship between the two
terms. Both terms are hard to distinguish from each other. Moreover, they are not
mutually exclusive because, “ethnicity is only socially relevant when it rises, for
whatever reason, to a level of popular consciousness, so race exists only between
individual conscious of these [racial] differences.”80 However, ethnicity differs from race,
based on three criteria: First, culturally patterned forms of behavior are associated with
ethnicity.81 The second difference is that ethnicity is a ‘consciousness of kind’ which
operates through cultural as well as physical characteristics; thirdly, unlike ethnic
identities, any racial interpretation of similarity of cultural behavior understands it as a
sign of biological relatedness, or common ancestry. 82
Henceforward, Audrey Smedley, and Brian Smedley argue that while race
describes biological characteristics, ethnicity refers to the cultural aspects of a group.83 In
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short, ethnicity is a social construction based on cultural traits that a group of people or
society considers important rather than strictly biological traits. Thus, an ethnic group is a
group that has a shared cultural heritage (language, traditions, religion). This kind of
attribute can determine the ethnic background of people. Two people of different races
may share the same ethnicity, and conversely, two people of the same race might be
distinct ethnicities.84
In a specific work-related to Early Christianity, Denise Kimber Buel proposes that
the definition of race, in contrast to ethnicity, is considered irrelevant for antiquity for the
reason that it is anachronistic. Many scholars insist that this concept does not appear in
the antiquity of the Mediterranean texts; these scholars place this term in modern settings.
Nevertheless, she responds to these concerns with three main points; first, she does not
agree with how scholars differentiate race from ethnicity “to justify the exclusion of race
for historical analysis.”85 Second, race, ethnicity, and even religion are modern
categories; however, they can be a reference to frame an interpretative work that supports
the historical differences between the present and the past. The third point, “replacing
race with ethnicity, has obscured the racist aspects of using ethnicity to distinguish Jews
from Christians.”86 In this same idea, Race is understood by most people as a mixture of
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physical, behavioral, and cultural attributes. Ethnicity recognizes differences between
people, mostly on the basis of language and shared culture.”87
So far, I offered a glimpse of the definitions of race and ethnicity and how they
relate to each other from a social scientific perspective. In the following, I explore these
two concepts from a biblical perspective focusing on the context of the New Testament
and its philological composition to see how race and ethnicity can be integrated into
biblical readings.

2.2. ἔθνος (ethnos) in the New Testament
In The Exegetical New Testament Dictionary (Diccionario Exegético del Nuevo
Testamento), Victor Hasler defines the word ἔθνος as peoples and nations (pueblos y
naciones).88 This word is common in the New Testament. For instance, in the Gospel of
Luke (e.g., Luke 10:30-37; 17,12-19), the term refers to all the peoples of the earth
created equal before God. Likewise, in his discourse before the Aeropagus (Acts 17:2234, esp. 26), Paul uses the term to claim that all the towns (people) are one and come from
the same origin. In this sense, this word in Greek expresses equal treatment of persons
because they all come from one single creator: God.

Emma Bryce, “What is the difference between race and ethnicity?,” Livescience blog, February
08,2020. Accessed June 11, 2020. https://www.livescience.com/difference-between-race-ethnicity.html
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In the same vein, Mark’s Gospel establishes presumptions that the Gospel, or the
good news, it should be communicated to all peoples, including the Gentiles, before the
end of the world. This inclusivity seems to contrast with Matthew’s Gospel that
underlines that the mission of Jesus himself and the purpose of the emissaries sent
by the earthly Jesus is directed only to Israel, not the Gentiles or the Samaritans
(10: 5). Nevertheless, it characterizes a past era. Israel lets it escape by rejecting
and killing Jesus (23: 37; 27: 25). In this sense, the way for the re-succinct to send
his disciples to “all peoples (Gentiles)” to make them his disciples is evident (28:
19). The indicated connection makes it unlikely that Matthew wanted to include
the Jews as well (as if he were a ἔθνος among others).89
Similar to Luke’s work, the Book of Revelation does not implement the term
ἔθνος to divide humanity between Jews and pagans when the final judgment comes.

2.3. γένος (genos) in the New Testament
The word γένος (genos) comes from a Greek root which means lineage, ancestry,
species, and class.90 The term γένος appears twenty-one times in the New Testament to
designate, in most cases, the origin of a person by birth.91 Here are some examples of the
use of this word.
In Mark 7:26, the term denotes the origin (Syrophoenician) of the woman whose
daughter Jesus heals. Acts 4:36 mentions that Barnabas was a native of Cyprus. Aquila is
from Pontus (Acts 18:2) and Apollos from Alexandria (Acts 18:24. Earlier in Acts,

Victor Hasler, “γένος” in Diccionario Exegético del Nuevo Testamento [Exegetical Diccionary
of The New Testament] eds. Horst Balzand and Gerhard Schneider (Salamanca: Ediciones Sígueme, 2005),
1:735-36.
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Stephen uses the term γενει (Acts 7:19) to speak of Joseph’s Hebrew origin. Similarly, in
the Pauline communities, the term γένος is used to classify people of Jewish descent (e.g.,
Rom. 9:6-13; 2 Cor 11:22; Gal. 3:8, 1:14; Phil. 3:5).
In summary, the definition of the terms race and ethnicity from a New Testament
biblical point of view is twofold. On the one hand, ἔθνος means peoples and nations
created by God with equality and who share the same origin. On the other hand, the word
γένος was understood as lineage and ancestry. “Whether translated as ‘race,’ ‘ethnicity,’
‘people,’ ‘lineage,’ ‘kind,’ ‘class,’ or ‘sex,’ genos is a term as signal a group
classification.”92 These groups whose members “apparently share certain characteristics
which can include ancestors, rights of inheritance, knowledge, ritual practices, and ways
of life, among other things.”93 I employ both terms, ἔθνος, and γένος, as the academic
foundation to elaborate race-and-ethnicity keyrings and questions to approach the biblical
text in the PCRB meetings.

2.4 Race, Ethnicity, and Biblical Criticism
The categories of race and ethnicity are contemporary elaborations based on
scientific research from anthropology, sociology, psychology, physical appearances, and
other disciplines. Race and ethnicity in biblical criticism pay attention to how these two
categories influence the biblical reading, in both the Old and the New Testament. For this
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search, I will focus on the understanding of race and ethnicity in the Jewish, Hellenistic,
and Roman world of the first century.94
The foundation of the theory of race and ethnicity in social sciences has multiple
characteristics. For instance, scholars such as Miguel de la Torre, Jonathan Hall, and
Daniel J. Hay seek to apply critical race theory to the New Testament. They are interested
in the study and connection between race, racism, and power in first-century
Mediterranean communities.95 Indeed, some human behaviors come from the racial and
ethnic dynamics that are reflected in society and people’s interactions with other groups.
In particular, the notion of ethnicity focuses on the construction of an ethnic identity
group and boundaries between majority and minority.96
The intersection of minority groups in the biblical texts and the concepts of race,
ethnicity, and biblical criticism shed light on the condition of the voiceless people. They
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are marginalized by the dynamics of power, racism, and social hierarchies.97 However,
there is a limit when scholars implement the concepts of race and ethnicity into biblical
studies. Race and ethnicity are contemporary concepts that scholars use to approach
biblical texts written in the past. Nevertheless, despite the absence of a modern academic
foundation, the ancient texts present a variety of characteristics associated with race and
ethnicity as well.
Hence, the question is, what is the relationship between critical race theory and
the New Testament? Also, how might race-ethnicity and biblical criticism impact the
PCRB? To answer the first question, I will introduce some helpful guidelines: Race and
ethnicity are two pieces of a significant cultural puzzle. Also, race and ethnicity influence
the dynamic of any culture that is associated with the construction of human personality,
behaviors, and identities.98
The New Testament compiles stories of the early period of Christian communities
and the teachings of Jesus and his first followers. In the first century of the Mediterranean
world, many cultures come together in that geographical space, bringing different
traditions, habits, languages, and more. In other words, the first Christians emerged in a
multicultural environment.99 This cultural diversity allows today’s critical race and
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ethnicity theory to examine the world of the first century and various communities living
in that period, through the lens of race and ethnicity.
The relationship between race, ethnicity, and New Testament narratives is that the
world of the New Testament provides cultural, social, political, and economic
components that can be used as information to analyze and compare to the background of
the readers. In other words, the diverse cultures of the first century can be explored
through the lens of race and ethnicity, such as people’s physical traits, language, food,
social networks, migrations, and boundaries between groups, and dynamics of power. It
should be reminded that notions of race and ethnicity in the Bible are not static, that is to
say, they might have evolved with the development of the documents of the New
Testament and the entire biblical literature. Yet, today’s readers of the Bible can still
explore the elements of race and ethnicity in the New Testament narratives and compare
them with those of the contemporary context.
Regarding the second question, how race-ethnicity and biblical criticism might
contribute to the PCRB, I argue that the nature of the PCRB allows people to read the
Bible with a critical perspective, especially when it comes to race and ethnicity. This is
possible because, as I presented in the first chapter of this research, the PCRB method
helps the reader examine not only the context of the world of the New Testament but
his/her current reality as well. In other words, there exists a connection between the
biblical narrative and the life of the readers.
In the PCRB, the readers, in a first moment, listen to the word of God (the
biblical passage of the day) and then read it verse by verse to engage with the story.
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Then, they (participants) ask questions to the text, in this case, using the template of race
and ethnicity, which will be presented in the last section of this chapter. Later, readers ask
the same questions engaging with their reality and the current situation of the community.
When it comes to hermeneutics from a Latin American perspective, the ethnicracial components of the actual readers of the text play an important role in the reading of
the Bible. The PCRB is not only interested in the biblical text itself. On the contrary, the
PCRB tries to capture the social location of the readers as well.
For instance, I can think about readers who are considered minorities in the
United States: people who do not have access to social privilege, proper legal status, or
are considered immigrants, meaning that they belong to another land within society.
When this population reads the New Testament and reflects on the dynamics of power
that establishes the political system of the first century and Mediterranean world, they
might wonder about the dynamic of power in the contemporary time. The New Testament
becomes a transformative tool because it allows people to create a critical analysis of the
reality of their own situation. In essence, the readers embrace not only the context of text
but also of their own context. In this sense, the theory of race and ethnicity provides a
voice for the voiceless. The biblical text is converted into a liberating process for the
oppressed people.100
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Following this idea, Fernando Segovia developed a hermeneutic of liberation, in
which he describes the viewpoint of the poor or oppressed “as privileged and
indispensable; and having recourse to Latina/o experience as a point of entry into the text,
establishing a critical correspondence between the reader in context and the text in
context.”101 In this way, a Latino/ minority reader might identify her/himself with the plot
of the biblical text.

2.5 Race and Ethnicity in Early Christianity
Race and ethnicity were two crucial factors for the post-Easter followers of Jesus.
These categories help them to configure their identity as Christians. From year zero in the
Roman calendar until year 33 A.D. approximately, various events related to Jesus of
Nazareth as a historical person took place. Scholars, such as Rafael Aguirre Monasterio
and David Álvarez, who work with a socio-anthropological approach, identify the
followers of Jesus as a movement of disciples with different characteristics such as
fishermen, women, children, widows, poor, seek, foreigners, even people with a
distinguished social status, rather than a formal and official religious (Christian) group.102
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In the first years after Jesus’ death, some people decide to write down the oral
tradition about the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, and his impact on many
communities marked by cultural diversity. Indeed, the Mediterranean world of the first
century brought together many cultures and ethnicities, in which Jesus lived. He was
aware of the multicultural environment. For this reason, in the stories told in canonical a
non-canonical text resource, Jesus has encounters with Jewish, pagans, and Romans,
among others.103
According to Acts 11:26, Antioch was the first place where the disciples received
the name and identified themselves as Christians.104 Those who identified themselves as
Christians had a previous identity related to their ethnicity and social group. The diversity
of ethnic and social backgrounds of the first Christians established new traditions of
Christianity. For example, some Romans immersed themselves into “pagan” traditions,
and a similar encounter of diversity happened to Jewish and other cultures around the
Mediterranean world where Christianity arrived.
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Denise Kimbell Buell argues that for some scholars of Early Christianity of the
Mediterranean world, ethnicity for Romans was linked to religious practices and
particular cults because it was a social manifestation of people’s civic identities and their
beliefs.105 Also, it functioned as a measure to determine what was considered Roman and
non-Roman.106 For Egyptians and Syrians, on the other hand, ethnicity was linked to
geographical location. However, “Jews constitute an ethnos and genos unlike all others
because they are spread out the world. For Philo of Alexandria, it is religious practices
that unify Jews even when they are far away from Judea.”107 What is certain is that in
Early Christianity, the notion of peoplehood was not refused. Christianness was not
defined as a membership ticket to a new group but as a manner of religious practices and
beliefs.108

2.6 The Ethnic Make-up of the New Testament World: Greeks, Romans, Jews
The Mediterranean world of the first century presents glimpses of a vast
landscape of cultural diversity. This section of the thesis presents a brief overview of
Jewish and Greco-Roman culture. It is important to note that “although the writers of the

“For Clement, although these three people are differentiated by how they worship, they are not
different in what they worship. Christians constitute the people who correctly worship the same God that
the Greeks and Jews worship incorrectly. This assertion of a common deity, particularly of a deity
understood as the creator, is why Clement can insist both that the different peoples of the world do not
differ ‘by nature’ and that the ideal form of humanness is to become Christian.” Denise Kimber Buell,
“Rethinking the Relevance of Race for Early Christian Self-Definition,” Harvard Theological Review 94,
no. 4 (2001): 449-476.
105

106

Buell, “Rethinking the Relevance of Race for Early Christian Self-Definition,” 460.

107

Buell, “Rethinking the Relevance of Race for Early Christian Self-Definition,” 460.

108

Ibid., 473.

49

New Testament do use the standard generalization of ‘Greeks, Jews, and Barbarians,’ the
New Testament also reflects the reality of numerous peoples and ethnic groups.
Occasionally, the ‘Barbarians’ were included as a group.”109
When it comes to Jews, even though they shared with other communities the
surrounding political, religious, social circumstances of the Hellenistic period and the
beginning of the Roman Empire formation, they practiced a unique religion with different
traditions. Therefore, in Early Christianity, it was uncomplicated to recognize who
belonged to a Jewish group. When Romans built, their empire adopted some of the
everyday life habits from Greek civilization, but with minor modifications. Greeks and
Roman establish a hierarchy in their societies. Greeks divided their social systems into
five groups: slaves, freedmen, metrics, citizens, and women (they were deemed less than
slaves). While Roman society was divided into four groups: freedmen, slaves, plebeians,
and patricians; for Roman civilization, women might be considered citizens if they were
not were born into slavery, but these women can not vote or participate in political
offices.110
In terms of education, the Roman Republic considered family as the primary state
of learning; fathers will pass skills and traditions to their sons. Once the child reaches
adulthood, he will be under the guidance of an older man, who will introduce him into
speaking skills and other useful aptitudes for his career as a member of the Roman
Republic. The education of upper-class Romans was Greek tutoring that later turns into
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Latin. “The conquest of Greece aided this process by producing Greek slaves, some much
better educated than their Roman masters. A Greek slave tutored the child in simple
reading until he went to elementary school at six or seven to be taught reading, writing,
and arithmetic.”111 Most of the upper-class Romans were bilingual.
However, the Greco-Roman cultural-educational standpoint did not always affect
the rural side of the Roman provinces; some of them kept their languages, religions,
customs, and values.112 Following the idea of a culture,’ Greco-Roman cities faced
“quite a significant amount of ethnic mixing. Several factors contributed to this.”113
The first factor of the ethnic mixing was Pax Romana that established an
environment of peace and trade among people from different regions. During this period,
merchants were able to buy products (e.g., slaves) from Africa, India, and other parts.
The second factor was the Roman army. The “Roman army used large numbers of
foreign ‘auxiliaries’ to supplement the Roman legions. These remote units were always
stationed away from their native land.”114 The third factor is related to slavery. Many
slaves were rooted out and moved into the Roman empire; some of them came from the
borders of the Roman Empire’s geographical limits. These slaves were integrated into the
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ethnic mix of the Greco-Roman world. Lastly, the fourth factor was the intermarriage of
many Romans with people from different regions.115

2.7 Race and Ethnicity: Guideline questions for the PCRB
In this section of the thesis, I elaborate on some biblical keys to help readers in a
PCRB environment to analyze and address the text through the lens of race and ethnicity.
I sorted the keys in four groups of keychains.
The first keychain represents a physical appearances dimension; this keyring
allows the readers to ask about the protagonist, antagonist, and flat characters of the story
detailly—for example, facial traits or body types and shapes; assuming that the texts say
nothing about this, the purpose of this keychain may be to make the interpreter aware of
her/his presuppositions. When the readers of the text have an idea of what the characters
in the story look like physically, they can recreate and make them “alive.” Perhaps, this
dimension will support the comprehension of the narrative and lend realism to the plot of
the story.
The next keychain points out to the socio-cultural dimension. In this keyring, the
readers of the text still emphasize the protagonist, antagonist, and flat characters’ details,
such as the meaning of the characters’ names, their lineage, and their outfit. Moreover,
the readers of the text identify the characters in a particular social environment,
including, for instance, their social behaviors, relationships with others, ethnic groups,
and cultural heritage.

For example, “during the first century, a large number of ethnic Greeks immigrated to Egypt,
especially to Alexandria. These Greeks created a powerful new white overlaid on top of Egyptian society.”
Ibid.
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The third keychain stands for a critical thinking dimension. This keyring helps the
readers to analyze the power structures in the text and some contemporary social issues
reflected in the text, such as racism, migration, or xenophobia.
The last keychain establishes a connection between the personal life experience of
the readers and the written Word of God. Moreover, this keychain provides an
opportunity for readers to determine a connection between their lives and the Bible
stories.
There are certain benefits of the keys when the readers implement them as a
hermeneutical tool to approach the text. In essence, these questions encourage the readers
to identify each character from their daily lives from the perspective of a first-century
context. Also, readers obtain a broad vision of the historical, cultural, economic context
of the society in Jesus’ times.
From my point of view, as a Latino who was raised in Latin America, the
categories of race and ethnicity allowed me to demystify the physical description of the
people in the Mediterranean world of the first century. Hollywood movie production
enforces some colonial ideas of these characters. For example, in popular movies, such as
The Passion of Christ, Jesus Christ Superstar, and Jesus of Nazareth, among others,
Jesus is presented as a tall man with light or pale skin and green or blue eyes. Finally, the
reader acquires an approach to the text with a critical perspective on the power dynamics
that occur against minorities and those who are not privileged for belonging to a
particular ethnic identity.

53

In the following, I present the keychains of race and ethnicity divided into four
dimensions:
a)

Keychain of physical dimension (characters’ appearances):

Table 2.1. Race and ethnicity keychain: Physical appearance dimension

Key name

Questions
(Physical description of the protagonist, antagonist, flat characters)

What would be the skin color of the characters?
Facial traits

What would be their eyes’ shape and color?
What would be their hair color, style, and texture (e.g., bald, short, a
bob haircut, shoulder-length, medium-length, long, straight, wavy,
curly, afro)?
What would be their nose’ width (big, small, crooked, straight.
Button, hooked, turned up/upturned)?
What would be their lips’ thickness (thin, full, pouty)?
What would their face shape look like (oval, round, square, heartshaped)?
How tall might be the characters (short, tall, of average height, of
medium height, around 5’6)?

Body type & shape
What would their bodies look like? E.g., lighter: slender, slim, lean,
petite, slight, lanky. Alternatively, heavier: curvy, curvaceous,
womanly, voluptuous, stocky, well built, muscly.
Table: self-elaboration.

b) Keychain of socio-cultural dimension (environment):
Table 2.2. Race and ethnicity keychain: socio-cultural dimension

Key name

Behaviors
(relationship with
others)

Questions
(Description of the protagonist, antagonist, flat characters)

What are the personalities of the characters (e.g., extrovertedintroverted, talkative-quiet, confident-shy, warm-cold, considerateinconsiderate, thoughtful-thoughtless, tactful-tactless, reliableunreliable, loyal-disloyal, direct-sneaky, tolerant-intolerant,
unbiased-biased, strong-willed and weak-willed, determinedirresolute, bright-foolish, humble-arrogant, submissive-bossy)?
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What is the lineage, kindship, or ancestry of each character?
Genealogy

Names
Ethnic group
Outfit

Where does the character come from (land of origin/attachment to
the ancestral land)?
What is the meaning of the name(s) of each character?
What ethnic group does the biblical character belong to?
What type of outfit would each character wear?
-Language: What is the native language spoken by the characters?

Cultural heritage

-Religion and beliefs: What kind of religious beliefs do the
characters manifest in the text?
-Historical memories: Do you know if the characters have shared
memories of any heroes, events, or celebrations?
-Traditions: Does the text reflect any cultural tradition?
-Values: What kind of social or cultural values does the biblical
narrative present?
-Food sharing: What elements related to food can you identify in the
text?
-Sexuality: What is the social and cultural sexual and gender identity
construction of each character?

Table: self-elaboration.

c)

Keychain of critical thinking dimension (social challenges and structure):

Table 2.3. Race and ethnicity keychain: critical thinking dimension (challenges and structure)

Key name
Rights and duties

Questions
Do you identify any legal rights or duties in the text?
Do you detect any dynamics of privilege or oppression?

Powerful
Are there authority structures or hierarchies between characters?
Do you recognize any signs of marginalization?
Powerless
Do you detect any attitudes or signs of victimization?
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Particular cases

Do you identify any case of migration, racism, or xenophobia in the
text?

Table: self-elaboration.

d)

Keychain of interpersonal dimension (experience of the readers with the text)

Table 2.4. Race and ethnicity keychain: Interpersonal dimension (experience of the readers with the text)

Key name

Questions

Empowering minorities Do you identify any sign that helps the empowerment of the
marginalized characters?
Reader’s authentic
connection

Are there any connections between some of your life experiences
and the read/written story?

Table: self-elaboration.

To conclude this chapter, I want to mention the contribution of these questions to
the PCRB. Each question impacts the readers’ perception related to race and ethnicity and
creates new standpoints of the text. Also, it provides a critical approach to the text-based
on race-ethnicity theories in a popular education form. Therefore, in the next chapter, I
will show how these keyrings are employed in the biblical passages of the New
Testament.
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CHAPTER THREE
Race-ethnicity Biblical Criticism and the Popular & Community Reading of
the Bible
This third chapter aims to show the applicability of the biblical keychain of raceethnicity that I developed in the previous chapter. To accomplish the objective, I will split
the third chapter into two parts. The first part will analyze the narrative of Acts of the
Apostles 10:1-48 and apply the race-ethnicity biblical keys. The point is to demonstrate
the reader how to employ the keys in a biblical pericope. Moreover, I will introduce a
brief description of the context of the book of Acts of the Apostles: the authorship of the
book, time of composition, and intended audience. Then I will present the foundations of
race and ethnicity in the book of Acts and the literary context of the chosen passage (Acts
10:1-48). Afterward, I will show how the biblical keys are applied to the pericope.
Finally, based on the keys in the text, I will conclude an exegetical and hermeneutical
work of the narrative using biblical commentaries.
In the second part of the chapter, I will bring Matthew 8:5-13 into the context of a
PCRB meeting to show how to create a PCRB space implementing race and ethnicity
biblical keys. For this reason, I will improvise a PCRB community setting and show how
the audience can use race and ethnicity keys in their context.
It is important to remember that one of the features of the PCRB is that people
have an opportunity to discuss their community problems and, at the same time, to study
the Bible with the hope that the Bible will be a transformative instrument to enlighten
their reality.116 In terms of race-ethnicity keys, the reader will use those that they
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considered helpful to address the pericope; approximately three to five will be adequate.
In this sense, readers are free to choose the keychain that would best enrich their reading
of the Bible. They can use as many keys as they consider proper to understand the text,
create new questions regarding the text, and refer to the keys systematized by Anibal
Cañaveral Orozco.

PART I: Acts 10:1-48: Peter visits a Roman Centurion
3.1 Acts 10:1-48: Peter visits a Roman Centurion
The first biblical passage that I have selected as a test case for the race-ethnicity
keychain is Acts 10:1-48. Before I elaborate on my exegesis and interpretation of this
narrative using the keys, I address some general matters about the book of Acts, such as
contents, author, time, and place of composition as well as the audience.
Then, I will explore some foundations that biblical scholars have laid about raceethnicity and Acts of the Apostles. I will also look at the literary context of that passage.
Afterward, I will explain how readers can implement and use race-ethnicity biblical
keychain in the narrative of Acts 10:1-48 and how these keys enrich the interpretation of
the text.
Finally, I will concentrate on biblical commentaries that refer to the narrative.
Unfortunately, no comprehensive study focusses on the issues of race and ethnicity in
Acts of the Apostles. For this reason, I will look at commentaries and describe what
experts on the field have found about the subject.
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3.2 Context of the book
Acts of the Apostles describe the development of Jesus’s movement after his
death in various communities around the basin of the Mediterranean Sea. Frederick Bruce
argues that the book of Acts is the second part of Luke’s work composition and provides
a cogent independent clue of Paul’s statements made in his letters.117 Acts does not give
accurate information about its author. However, the tradition has assigned the authorship
to Luke, the “beloved physician” mentioned in Col. 4:14; II Tim. 4:11; and Phm. 24.118
Acts was composed between 80 and 100 CE. As regards the time of elaboration,
James Dunn holds two main arguments. First, he argues that Acts was produced after
Luke’s Gospel. Next, he claims that Acts “reflects the concerns of the post-Pauline
generation after that, the stormy petrel had disappeared from the scene.”119 The location
of the composition is hard to define. However, Antioch, Ephesus, and Rome are
considered as possible locations.120

3.3 Race, Ethnicity, and the Acts of the Apostles
Regarding race and ethnicity, I adopt Eric Barreto’s position in his book, Ethnic
Negotiations.121 Barreto recognizes the multicultural environment of the early church. He
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also shares the postcolonial perspective of Acts of Virginia Burrus, who contends that the
environment of the early church was “notably preoccupied with power, pulsing with the
energy of charged exchanges between Centre and periphery—rich and poor, urban and
rural, Jew and Gentile, the Jerusalem Temple and the land of Israel, Rome and those
subjugated under imperial rule.”122 Based on Burrus’ analysis, Barreto develops his
argument of race and ethnicity in the book of Acts, which denotes the dynamics of power
related to ethnocentrism in the cultures of early Christianity.

3.4 Literary Context of the Narrative
Acts 9:32-41 tells about Peter’s healing of a paralytic man in Lydda (9:32-34),
which effect is to prompt all the people of this city and its surroundings to join the Way
(9:35). Soon after, in Joppa, Peter raises Tabitha-Dorcas, a female disciple (9:36-41). As
it had been the case with the healing performed in Lydda, many inhabitants of Joppa join
the Way after hearing about this healing (9:42). Peter remains sometime in Joppa at the
house of Simon the tanner (9:43) before the beginning of a new episode that will take
him to Caesarea. Acts 10:1 introduces a Roman centurion, Cornelius, who is in
Caesarea. Caesarea is a different place from the previous location, which suggests that
the event entails a geographical shift.
Notably, verse 48 points out Luke’s closing commentary, “he (Peter) then gave
the order for them (witnesses of the event) to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.
Afterward, they begged him to stay on for some days.” Peter taught to Gentiles about
baptism, and he spent more days in Caesarea. Acts 11:1 starts a new story because the
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text introduces new characters: “the apostles and the brothers in Judea heard that Gentiles
too, had accepted the word of God.” Also, it presents another geographical shift: after
staying some days in Caesarea, Peter now comes up to Jerusalem. Finally, a new
problematic is announced: the circumcised believers protested to him.123

3.5 Race-ethnicity Biblical Keychain and Acts 10:1-48
To understand how race-ethnicity biblical keychain works, I will apply the keys
(questions) to the passage of Acts 10:1-48. As I mentioned in the introduction of this
chapter, the use of the keys depends on what the reader (or the community) considers
proper questions that will allow them to find out more details about the texts. For Acts
10:1-48, I will implement some race-ethnicity biblical keys.
In the first part of Acts 10:1-48, Luke introduces Cornelius as the first character
of the story. First, Cornelius’ introduction reflects his social status. He is a centurion in
the Italian cohort; so, Cornelius is a Roman citizen. Luke describes Cornelius pious man,
who fears God along with his household, is generous with alms, and regularly prays
God. These are all attributes of a Torah-abiding Jew praised in Proverbs, Ben Sirach,
and Tobit.
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One day around 3:00 P.M., Cornelius sees an angel, then the angel comes to talk
to Cornelius. Luke describes that Cornelius was afraid to look at the angel. The angel
(second character) that comes from God and brings God’s messages calls Cornelius by
his name, recognizing his identity and what he embodies for the society. As I mentioned
in chapter two, every name reflects a person’s ethnicity and social identity. It also
represents the construction of one’s selfhood because it reveals who the person is and
where he/she comes from.
Then the angel and Cornelius initiate a dialogue. Cornelius asks: “What is it,
Lord?” The angel replies: “Your prayer and gifts to the poor have come up as a memorial
offering before God.”124 Even though Luke does not say anything about the angel’s name
or identity, Cornelius knows that the angel is sent by God and has a mission to deliver.
Then Cornelius is told to bring Simon Peter from Joppa to Caesarea. So far, Luke has
introduced two different geographical places: two places --Joppa and Caesarea-- that
represent two different groups of people with probably distinct or similar traditions and
habits.
In verse six, Peter “is staying with Simon, the tanner, whose house is by the sea,”
Luke informs the reader about the conditions in which Peter was living. At this juncture, I
can use one of the race-ethnicity biblical keychains, the cultural heritage key, and ask
whether the text reflects any cultural traditions or habits. Indeed, if Peter lives nearby the

In the first-century Greco-Roman world, “charity toward strangers was not regarded as a
virtuous act or as something to be divinely rewarded. Giving to others was intended to win oneself honor
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Cornelius's almsgiving is governed by the ideal Jewish perspective, espoused by Jesus, that almsgiving is to
be selfless and that God alone rewards it.” David Garland, Acts, eds. Mark Strauss and John Walton
(Michigan: Baker Books, 2017), 194.
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sea, it is possible that the family who hosts him comes from a low-income class and
works as a tanner.
In verse seven, when the angel disappears, Cornelius calls two of his servants and
a soldier described as devout. Cornelius tells the servants the angel’s message and sent
them to Joppa. The second part of the story focuses on Peter’s vision. In verse nine, the
narrator indicates that it is noon of the next day. Peter goes up on the roof of the house
near the sea to pray.125 In his Jewish cultural practices, he was fasting from water and
food. At some point in the narration, Peter feels hungry and wants something to eat.
While the meal is prepared, he falls into a trance. In his vision, he sees heaven opened
and a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. Verse 11 informs that the
sheet “contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles and birds.” In verse
11, a voice from heaven says, “get up, kill, and eat,” to which Peter responds, “I have
never eaten anything impure or unclean.”
After reading the previous passage, I can employ another key of the race-ethnicity
biblical keychains to expand my understanding of the pericope and highlight its cultural
elements. In this case, I focus on two questions from the cultural heritage key. The first
question asks whether the text reflects any cultural tradition. The answer is clear, Peter,
as a Jew, does not eat any impure animals like pigs, hyrax, hares, among others. Also,
eating impure animals makes a person impure. Indeed, and in terms of race, we don't just
focus on physical characteristics. However, the racial component also marks social
behaviors and cultural attributes. In this case, Pedro, as a Jew, has specific patterns and
traditions that he follows in his culture. Sometimes, it is not thought, but the way we eat it
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(sitting, standing, on the floor, at a table), reveals who we are and where we come from
as well. In addition, it can include, with whom we eat, the type of food, how it is
prepared, the spices used to flavor the food, and not least as we do. Many Mediterranean
cultures eat by hand and have their own style.
In the same vein, the second question might be, what elements related to food can
be identified in the text? One of the elements was that Peter had not eaten anything before
his vision. However, while in a trance, he sees food coming down from heaven. It seems
that God is challenging Peter as God shows animals considered impure for his palate.
Perhaps God is preparing Peter’s disposition for his close encounter with Cornelius
sympathetic to the Jesus movement and its practices.
Later in the story, a voice from heaven spoke to Peter and asked him: “Do you
call anything profane that God has made clean?” Perhaps, is God showing Peter that all
creation, including those that Peter considers unclean, comes from God. Perhaps, Luke
uses this statement on the story to show or indicate indications of a community that you
can be inclusive in the nutritional aspects made to each race or group. The communities
described by Acts were Then, the sheet is taken back to heaven. While Peter is
wondering about the meaning of the vision, the men sent by Cornelius find the house
nearby the sea. The three men stop and ask from the gate for Simon Peter. Several
questions can be raised regarding this scenario. Is it common in the first century for the
landlord of the house to let visitors come inside the house?
The Spirit lets Peter know that three men are looking for him: “Do not hesitate to
go with them” (v.19). Immediately Peter goes downstairs; he was still on the top of the
roof, thinking about his vision. The narrator never mentions whether he was able to eat
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something after his vision. Briefly, Peter has a conversation with the three men and asks
them why they came. They reply, “We have come from Cornelius the centurion” (v.22).
The three men emphasize Cornelius’ identity; he is a righteous, God-fearing man, and all
Jewish people respect him. The three men also share the message of the angel. Hence,
Peter decides to go to Cornelius’ house. Then Peter invites the men to come inside the
house to be his guests.
The third part of the story is from verses 23b to verse 35; in this scene, Peter visits
Cornelius’ house. The event continues until the following day. Luke does not say
anything about the trip to Cornelius’s house. He just mentions that a group of believers
from Joppa went with Peter to Caesarea. Nevertheless, are they all originally from Joppa?
What are the identities of these people, and why are they so interested in traveling with
Peter? Luke does not provide any detailed information about the people that come from
Joppa.
Peter arrives at Caesarea the following day. Cornelius, expecting their arrival,
calls his relatives and close friends. Apparently, he wants to let his people know about his
conversation with Peter. In verse 25, as Peter enters the house, Cornelius falls at his feet
in reverence, and Peter asks him to get up. Following the race-ethnicity biblical keychain,
I will apply the key named “power.” The question here might be whether there are any
authority structures or hierarchies between characters. Evidently, in this context, a Roman
centurion represents power for many reasons: male, Roman citizen, and prestigious
position in the Empire.
However, the centurion breaks down that social construction dynamic and falls at
Peter’s feet as a symbol of reverence. Furthermore, people from Joppa, as well as
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Cornelius’s family and friends, witness Cornelius’ action. In other words, Cornelius
makes that gesture of reverence as a public act. Verse 27 states, “Peter went inside and
found a large group of people.” Peter responds to the multitude; you know how improper
it is for a Jewish to meet or approach a foreign (10:28a).126
Nevertheless, Peter eventually recognizes the meaning of the vision on the roof.
The animals that came from heaven represent impurity and are associated with eating
habits of pagans. That is why in verse 28b, Peter says, “But God has shown me that I
should not call anyone impure or unclean.” Later in the conversation, Cornelius tells him
about his vision and the angel’s message. Peter accepts that both pagans and Jews are part
of God’s plans; thus, there should be no distinction because God creates them equally.
However, I do not want to propose an idealized reading of the text. My objective
is not to moralize the text; certainly, Pedro shows indications and openness to another
culture beyond his own. Nor am I claiming that this acceptance or recognition of
practices is well regarded in its entirety, but the simple fact of questioning the meaning of
new animals is a small step to "embrace" other cultural practices and social behaviors.
However, in the group of people of the first century, practices, and behaviors are framed
in the distinction of people, by their eating habits, behaviors, languages, beliefs.
In the following scene, from verses 36 to 43, Peter gives a speech that conveys the
good news that was originally spread out to the people of Israel. In his speech, Peter

“Israel's thought was divided between a universal God and the situation of chosen people,
particularized by the election of that God. The only mission that the community recognized was fidelity to
the Torah that would make the presence of God within them transparent and recognizable to all. Was it
necessary to accept then that foreigners, subjugated by this testimony, put themselves under the power of
the universal God who, in any case, would manifest himself as king of the world and would summon the
nations at the end of history (the theme of the eschatological pilgrimage of the peoples)?” Tassin, El
judaísmo desde el destierro hasta el tiempo de Jesús [Judaism from Exile to the Time of Jesus], 62.
126
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emphasizes John the Baptist’s preaching of baptism. Moreover, Peter remembers the
power of the Holy Spirit in Jesus of Nazareth and how Jesus healed people with the
power of the Spirit. Jews and pagan were witnesses of everything that Jesus did while he
was alive.
Additionally, Peter adds how Jews killed Jesus on the cross and that Jesus rose
from the dead on the third day.127 In verse 43, Peter adds, “All the prophets testify about
him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” At
this point, for Peter, the name of Jesus carries what he did on earth, his acts, and sayings.
The last part of the story goes from verses 44 to 48. In this section, Peter is
preaching when the Spirit comes down to all who are listening to his message.128 The
circumcised believers who came with Peter are astonished because the Holy Spirit has
been poured out even to Gentiles and for they heard them speaking in tongues and
praising God.
At this point in the story in verse 45, “the circumcised believers who had come
with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on
Gentiles,” meaning that gentiles are considered as people of God. Finally, in the last part
of the story, Luke tells the readers that Peter orders to baptize people in the name of
Jesus.129 Thus, the group assumes a new social identity. According to this idea, Buell
proposes the concept of
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In ancient times, baptism was considered a rite of initiation to the Jesus movement. “Luke
distinguishes two types of baptisms at the historical-salvific level: a baptism of water as a human work and
129
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‘Ethnic reasoning’ that refers to “the modes of persuasion that may or
may not include the use of a specific vocabulary of peoplehood. Early Christians
used ethnic reasoning to legitimize various forms of Christianness as the
universal, most authentic manifestation of humanity, and it offered Christians
both a way to define themselves relative to ‘outsiders’ and to compete with other
‘insiders’ to assert the superiority of their varying visions of Christianness.130

People in a group, in this case, Jews and pagans sympathetic to the Jesus
movement, were shaping their identity within new religious practices and social
behaviors at the same time. In this sense, they can be considered Christians as followers
of the Jesus movement and its teachings, but not the religious term. The concept of
´Ethnic reasoning.´ reflects axes, which help to understand how the concept of identity is
affected when new practices and customs are assumed to the usual ones associated with
the concepts of race and ethnicity. The first one is that race-ethnicity “was often deemed
to be produced and indicated by religious practices.”131 Following Acts 10: 1-46, in the
last verses, Luke tells the audience that Peter started baptizing in the name of Jesus. So,
Jesus’s movement conforming by Jews and Gentiles converts into the Jewish culture,
now come up with a new ritual or practices: baptism.
The second axis “refers to membership in a genos, ethnos, and laos, as a matter of
one’s birth and descent (that is, as fixed or ascribed), such membership was nonetheless
seen to be mutable.”132 Third, “by conceptualizing race as both mutable and “real,” early
Christians could define Christianness both as a distinct category in contrast to other

a baptism of the Spirit.” David Álvarez Cineira et al., Así vivían Los Primeros Cristianos [This is How First
Christians Lived] (Estella-Navarra: Ediciones Verbo Divino, 2017), 122.
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peoples (including Jews, Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, etc.) and also as inclusive since it is
a category formed out of individuals from a range of different races.”133 Finally, “early
Christians actually make up a broad range of different groups, practices, and beliefs.
Either by condemning the religious practices and beliefs of rival Christians to encapsulate
Christianness.”134
So far, Buell affirmed from a component of race and ethnicity the mutating
character of the identities of people around the group. For Daniel Boyarin, in his book
The Jewish Gospels: The Story of the Jewish Christ, he considers that Christianity, in its
origins, was never an ethnic group.135 However, racial practices take on a new meaning.
As I have already mentioned, behavior around food is one of them. So, the Jews are
going to sit down to eat with pagans at the same table and share food? For example, in
the Corinthian community, Paul faces this commensal problem at the table, where not
only are cultural aspects involved, but social and economic ones are seen.
3.6 Biblical Commentaries of Acts 10:1-48
It is crucial to review other interpretations of the text and obtain complimentary
views from their exegetical and hermeneutical work. Darrell Bock affirms that this
passage is one of the most significant units because the Gospel goes directly to Gentiles
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and Jews.136 Although Bock does not intend to approach this narrative using race and
ethnicity, his work provides meaningful insights.
Bock describes Cornelius’ identity and name detailly. Cornelius is a centurion, “a
commander of one of the six units of the one hundred men within a cohort. A cohort
would have had about six hundred members and would have been part of a legion of
about a thousand men, which was the main division in the Roman army. He probably is
part of the auxiliary force.”137 Moreover, Cornelius is not entirely a Jewish proselyte, but
as a Gentile, he keeps his faith in the God of Israel. He also is described as a Gentile
sympathizer of Jewish culture. In this sense, I cannot affirm with strict certainty,
Cornelius' sympathetic aspect with the Jews. However, the lack of insurance was
embedded among the type of particular practices of each race, like their eating habits and
other elements they provide that are typically affected by the place of origin and other
factors in the social environment. Finally, Luke calls him by his name, which means
Cornelius is recognized as one of the principal actors of the narrative.138
Another idea highlighted by Bock is the fact that Jews and Gentiles are found in
the same place or doing the same activity. Commonly, Jews do not associate themselves
with people from a different nation. However, some Jews lived under the Roman Empire
mandate. So Jews have to interact with other groups of people that will be considered for
them as Gentiles.139 Jews consider Gentiles as unclean people for many aspects such as
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food and rituals, among others. In the case of this biblical narrative, Jews who visit a
Gentile’s house are considered contaminated.140
The second scholar is James Dunn, who focuses on Peter’s personality and his
interaction with Gentiles. His first argument is that Peter recognizes that God does not
make any distinction between people. Second, Peter recognizes Gentiles as part of God’s
salvation plan, as well.141 In this sense, Peter is breaking some of his Jewish foundational
notions and shares the good news to Gentiles as well.
Finally, concerning the context of the PCRB, I would like to point out the
experience of implementing race-ethnicity biblical keys into the narrative of Acts 10:148. In my personal readings of this text, I have noticed clear elements of race and
ethnicity, such as the distinction between Gentiles and Jews in their cultural practices and
in what they have represented for society. For instance, the groups show some distance
and acceptance for feeding habits. Moreover, each time I read the Bible, I approach the
text with different ideas and preconceived ideas. However, these keys made me address
the text from a different angle —it provided me a broader view of the text. For example, I
have never contemplated the meanings behind the actions of Cornelius in the passage.
This Roman centurion kneels before Peter and breaks the conventional dynamic of
reverence and authority of his position. However, Peter and Cornelius challenge those
dynamics of exclusivity and rejection.
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PART II: Matthew 8: 5-13 The Cure of the Centurion’s Servant
3.7 Matt 8: 5-13 The Cure of the Centurion’s Servant
The second passage to address with race-ethnicity biblical keychain is Matthew
8:5-13. Before I elaborate on my exegesis and interpretation of this narrative,
implementing the keys, I would like to show how Bible animators or facilitators can
incorporate the biblical keys into the PCRB encounters. In other words, I will introduce
the hermeneutical approach of Matthew 8:5-13 into the setting of the PCRB. To
accomplish this aim, I will first describe the context of Matthew, its author, time and
place of composition, and the audience of the Gospel.
In the second instance, I touch upon some scholars’ works related to raceethnicity and Matthew. Then I will look at the literary context of the narrative. Finally, I
will demonstrate how to incorporate race-ethnicity biblical keychain in the encounter of
PCRB using Matthew 8:5-13 as an example. Unfortunately, there are no biblical
commentaries that focus on race and ethnicity in Matthew’s Gospel. Thus, I will search
for general commentaries and describe the findings of experts about the text.
3.8 Context of the Book
Like other Gospels in the New Testament, there is significant doubt regarding the
authorship or the community of Matthew. According to Salvador Carrillo, this narrative
was attributed to Matthew, the tax collector, whom Jesus called to be his disciple (Matt.
9:9; 10:3; Mk. 3:18; Lk. 6:15). Carrillo also argues that the real author of the Gospel was
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not a resident of Capernaum or a disciple of Jesus.142 The author’s name is unknown.
Her/his command of Greek suggests that the author was a native speaker of the language
also familiar with Jewish scriptures and practices, hence, likely a Jew.143
The text includes no explicit temporal marker that would allow to date its
composition. Some scholars place it fifty-or-sixty years after the crucifixion of Jesus.
Warren Carter argues that the Gospel could not have been composed before 70 CE. He
claims that Matthew’s Gospel took some elements from Mark as a source and adjusted
some narratives accordingly. Moreover, Matthew alludes to the destruction of the Temple
(Matt. 21:12-13; 21:18-19; 22:7; 24:15; and 27:25).144 For these reasons, Carter argues
that Matthew’s narrative was composed around 80 CE.
In this same line, Carter points out the city of Antioch of the Orontes, in the
Roman province of Syria as a possible location. Other authors such as Santiago Guijarro
and Teresa Villabona suggest Jerusalem, Palestine, Caesarea Maritime, Sepphoris, or
Tiberias, Galilee, Pela, in Trans-Jordan, and Syria as possible locations.145 Finally,
Carrillo claims that the recipients were a community formed by Jews in its majority with
a few Gentiles. Matthew insists on highlighting Jewish cultural traditions. He is very
familiar with the Jewish doctrines of the time after the destruction of the Temple.146
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3.9 Notions of ethnicity in Matthew’s Gospel
In this section, I will refer to Gin Khan Khual’s doctoral dissertation, which
studies ethnicity in Matthew. Khual starts from the idea that Matthew was composed in
Antioch around the 80s and 90s CE.147 During the Second Temple period, some religious
sects emerged, such as the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the Essenes, the Qumran
community, the Christians, the Sicarii, the Zealots, Christian-Jewish, and others.148 These
groups brought into the Jewish community a variety of sectarian texts about how God
intervened in human events. Moreover, “their texts produced also the growth of the
synagogue, liturgical prayer and scriptural study, the ‘golden age’ of Diaspora Judaism
especially in Egypt; which produced a rich literature in Greek seeking to package Jewish
ideas in Hellenistic wrapping; and Judaism’s intense interaction with its host culture.”149
The destruction of the Temple caused them to protect their ethnicity and identity against
the Roman Empire. For example, even though the Matthean community accepted Jesus as
Messiah and formed its identity around Jesus’s teachings, it maintained its Jewish
background. Furthermore, the Torah contained laws and norms to follow for the lifestyle
of Jewish people; for example, norms about purity, food, the Sabbath, among others.150
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3.10 Literary Context of the Narrative
So far, I presented an introduction to the context of the Gospel, according to
Matthew. I now want to delve into the context of the pericope of Matthew 8:5-13. In this
sense, the potential reader of this research will have an idea of the literary composition of
the narrative. Matthew contains five discourses. The first one is the Sermon on the
Mountain (5:1-7:28), in which Jesus inaugurates the kingdom of heaven. The second is
the Apostolic discourse (10:1-42), known as the missionary discourse. The third
discourse is parabolic (13:1-52): in this part, Matthew explains who Jesus is and what the
Kingdom of God/Heaven is about. The fourth discourse is ecclesiological (18:1-35): in
which Matthew shows the conditions for being part of the church. Finally, the fifth
discourse is eschatological (24:1-25:46). It has been understood as the realization of the
kingdom of God.151 Matt. 8:5-13 is located between the first discourse (Matt. 5:1-7:28)
and the second discourse (10:1-42).

3.11 Matt 8:5-13 in Popular & Community Reading of the Bible Environments
In this section, I develop how a facilitator or animator of the PCRB can design a
meeting using Matthew 8:5-13 and integrate race-ethnicity biblical keychain according to
the context of the PCRB. In effect, the elements of the previous sections will be helpful to
guide the facilitator.
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I first want to announce and specify the role of the animator or facilitator before I
describe the structure and content of the encounter. This person has a particular role in
the meeting, as the person has to lead, facilitate, and animate the encounter. Moreover,
the facilitator provides the participants with proper elements to make the encounter
enjoyable and fluid, establishing outlines and guides. Additionally, the facilitator
prepares the space, songs, materials (such as PowerPoint slides, posts, whiteboards, etc.),
candles, moderates the encounter, and controls the timeline. Another role of the animator
is to be aware of the community recipients’ background. This means that the animator
should know the reality (tensions, problems, conflicts, social projects, and strengths), and
the people who are part of the community (workers, leaders, young people, students,
farmers, etc.). Once the facilitator knows his/her audience, he/she will plan an appropriate
scheme for the biblical encounter. However, the facilitator does not need to know each
community in-depth, but at least the realities that people are facing.152
For the following Popular and Community Reading of the passage Matthew 8:513, I will suppose that the audience of this encounter will be first-generation Latino
immigrants, most of them categorized as undocumented by the government of the United
States of America. Some of them work on farms picking fruits, and the rest works in the
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city.153 The structure of the encounter will be the same that I elaborated on and exposed
in chapter one.
Table 1. Scheme for the Popular and Community Reading of the Bible encounters.

Scheme for the Popular and Community Reading of the Bible encounters
 Welcoming
 Reflect on life/ start from reality
 Read, hear, listen to the biblical text.
 Identify how the Word of God illuminates our life.
 Commitment
 Celebration, prayer, and chants

Source: Carlos Mesters and Francisco Orofino. “Sobre la Lectura Popular de la Biblia,” DEI, Departamento
Ecuménico de Investigaciones, Vol. 130, April 2007, 16-7.

Following this scheme, the animator welcomes (first step) every participant,
making them feel that they are in a sacred and safe-confidential space. Also, the animator
makes a quick check-in with the participants.154 Once the welcoming step is done, the
facilitator moves to the second step; he/she might ask several questions such as: What are
some challenges in your immigrant community? What kind of dynamic of power do you
identify in the society nowadays with the COVID-19 pandemic? What is the social
construction of sexuality in your Latin American country in contrast to the United States
of America? How has COVID-19 impacted you in terms of social, ethnic, and racial
affairs? Once the facilitator shares the question with the community, she/he lets people
speak and express their thoughts. The allocated time for sharing thoughts depends on the
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number of participants, and questions might be reduced as well. The most important
aspect of this step is that there should be a social and critical analysis of their reality.
After that, the animator will write the shared ideas on a whiteboard or a big post-it notes
so that the audience can see and track their answers. In this Way, the social context of the
community will be present during the meeting.
Moving to the third step, the animator lights a candle and says a short prayer.
Then, people listen to the entire passage of Matthew 8:5-13, for the first time. The reader
will repeat the story slowly, verse by verse (a piece of soft background meditation music
can be played), letting the audience pay attention to every word and every sentence.
When the reader reads the passage for the third time, he/she asks the audience to focus on
the part of the story that speaks to each one’s mind and heart.155
Next, the facilitator asks the audience about the narrative of the passage. After
listening to two or three participants, the facilitator tells them to raise more questions and
give answers if it is possible.156 Anyone who feels moved by the Spirit should be able to
participate and engage into the conversation. The reader can use as many biblical keys as
he/she considers appropriate to understand the plot of the narrative. I will employ some
biblical keys of Canaveral Orozco from chapter one as well, as they will provide a
general understanding of the text. Then, I will incorporate the race-ethnicity biblical keys
that I proposed in chapter two in the narrative of Matt. 8:5-13.
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Setting a proper environment is important for meditation. If the recipients are aware of their
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The animator can create some “physical keys” with the question; in this sense, participants will
have a visualization aid. See figure number one from chapter one.
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In this sense, I will use the following keys: a) Characters: Who appears in the
story? How many are they? b) Places: Where does the story take place? c) Actions: What
are the actions of each character in the narrative? d) Words: What are the most common
words that Matthew uses in the narrative? e) Details: What details inside the narrative
catch your attention? f) Title: What might be the title of the story? (The readers can
compare the title that the editors of a specific version of the Bible assigned to the
pericope and propose a new title based on the narrative). Additionally, the animator, in a
concise manner, describes the delineation of the pericope.
These questions are part of the third step of the PCRB. In this step, the audience
reads the text, but critically analyses of the text using the keys and describe the actions of
God in that reality. Matthew describes the scene in Capernaum and introduces two main
characters, Jesus and the centurion. The centurion approaches Jesus asking for help. This
request is the first action of the centurion. Then the centurion tells his problem: “my
servant-child (παις) lies at home paralyzed suffering terribly” (v.6).157 Jesus shows a
patronizing attitude and asks him, “Shall I come and heal him?” (v.7). The centurion
answers: “Lord, I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. But just say the word,
and my servant (δούλος) will be healed, for I am a man under authority, with soldiers
under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and that one, ‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to
my servant (child), ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (Matt 8:9).
Finally, Matthew refers to Jesus’ gesture; he is amazed at the centurion’s answer.
Then Jesus looks at his followers (his disciples, children, women, or mere spectators).
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After this statement, Jesus also speaks about a feast and mentions Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob. Then he adds a caveat to all listeners: “The subjects of the kingdom will be thrown
outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (v.12).
Jesus closes the scene telling the centurion that his faith healed his servant (child).
Moving forward to a deeper understanding of Matt. 8:5-13 and integrating a raceethnicity biblical keychain, I recommend considering the following points: a) Genealogy:
What is the lineage, kinship, or ancestry of each character? b) Behaviors: What are the
behaviors of each character? c) Religions and beliefs: What kind of beliefs do the
characters manifest? d) Traditions: Does the text reflect any cultural tradition? e)
Sexuality: What is the social and cultural construction around sexuality in their identity?
f) Power: do you identify the dynamics of power?
To answer these questions, I will reread the text and highlight the critical
elements. In the first moment, when Jesus enters Capernaum, it is the centurion who
comes to Jesus and starts the conversation. Jesus represents the Jewish culture, and the
centurion represents a different culture. Why does not the centurion want Jesus to enter
his house? Perhaps he is worried about the purity norm in which a Jew will be
considered impure if Jesus enters into a Gentile’s house.
In terms of power and masculinity, the centurion has authority over all his
soldiers: they obey his orders. However, he admits Jesus’ power to heal his servant
(child).158 Why is the centurion so interested in healing his servant (child)? Is the
centurion risking his honor? As Matthew describes in verse 10, there are more people

The Greek word παῖς might be translated as servant or child. Most of the Bible translations in
and Spanish and English use the word servant. The interlinear Greek-English New Testament uses in its
translation the word servant as well.
158
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present when the dialogue between Jesus and the centurion takes place. Therefore, the
identity of the centurion is beyond the traditional parameters of the time. Like Jesus, who
reinterprets Jewish traditions such as work on God’s day, this encounter between two
people challenges the social and cultural constructions of the first century. παῖς
Finally, the animator intervenes at the end of the discussion, where the
participants are invited to make a concrete and clear contribution of ideas. All their
opinions or points are written on a board or typed in a PowerPoint slide. The presentation
of opinions is intended to project the collective construction of the community about the
biblical text. For example, some contributions would be that a) this narrative combines
two types of empires (Roman and God’s), two types of culture (Gentile and Jewish), and
two men with different identities and social status (Jesus and the centurion); and b) as
Carter affirms, the centurion has to protect the elite interests and keep the order of
society. However, his behavior is similar to that of the disciples of Jesus, who believe that
Gentiles are part of God’s plans as well.159
For the commitment part, people write what they feel called for after examining
the narrative. For the final part of the encounter, the animator invites the participants to
relax, take a deep breath, and sing the song of Mercedes Sosa called “Hermano dame tu
mano [Buddy, give me your hand].” The lyrics will be a guide for participants to follow
and sing along each sentence. Each word of the lyrics is significant and representative of
the people of Latin America.

Hermano dame tu mano, vamos juntos a buscar una cosa pequeñita que se
llama libertad, esta es la hora primera, este es el justo lugar, abre la puerta que
159
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afuera la tierra no aguanta más. Mira delante hermano, es tu tierra la que espera
sin distancias ni fronteras, que pongas alto la mano, sin distancias ni fronteras
esta tierra es la que espera el clamor americano.160
The closing prayer is dedicated to the victims of the contemporary models of
slavery that oppress immigrants and lower-class workers. We pray for those immigrants
who worked hard during the COVID-19 disease and supply markets and food banks. We
pray for victims of racism due to COVID-19; and lastly, for those who are rejected for
their sexual orientation or gender identity.
After planning this encounter, I noticed how powerful a biblical encounter that
employs race-ethnicity biblical keychains could be. The keys helped me to analyze the
text from a different angle. I have never focused on the personalities of the characters in
detail and how they interact with other main or flat characters. This model of encounter
reminds me of how people approach the Bible, considering their realities and struggle.
There is always a sincere wish for social transformation. From every biblical meeting, I
am impressed by how people engage with the text and the Word of God. This makes me
appreciate diversity and curiosity to search how other peoples, such as Asian, African,
Pacific Islanders, among others, approach the text from their backgrounds. There is a
richness of diversity when we value people’s cultures. In my case, I am trying to make
space for a Latino interpretation in the academic world because that what I represent.

160
“Pal gives me your hand, let us go together and search for a little thing called freedom, this is
the right moment, this is the right place, open the door that the earth cannot take it anymore. Look ahead,
buddy; it is our land that waits without distances or borders; you put your hand high, without distances or
borders, this land is the one that awaits the American clamor." Mercedes Sosa, Hermano dame tu mano
from her album, Traigo un Pueblo en mi voz [I bring people in my voice], released in 1973. The translation
of the lyrics is my translation.
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Conclusion
This research addressed Latin American biblical interpretation and the
incorporation of race and ethnicity biblical criticism in the practice of PCRB. The main
questions of the investigation were 1) How might the people of God use categories of
race/ethnicity to engage the New Testament narratives without formal academic training?
And 2) what kind of insights can generate Race and ethnicity biblical criticism when used
by non-academic readers in a Popular and Community Reading? These two questions can
be summarized in the following question: can participants of the PCRB incorporate
elements of race and ethnicity be incorporated into their meetings and generate critical
analysis of their reality?
To answer the previous questions, I developed a three-chapter thesis. In the first
chapter, I introduced the concept of PCRB, the origin, and the principal authors who
engaged with the reality of the Latino culture. Moreover, I focused on the PCRB features,
pillars, and components to provide a proper understanding of how to read the narratives.
In the second chapter, I examined how race-ethnicity critical theories are related to
biblical studies focusing on the construction of the terminology, and the elaboration of
biblical keys involving the categories of race and ethnicity. In the third chapter, I
employed race-ethnicity biblical keychain in two narratives of the New Testament: Acts
10:1-48 and Matthew 8:5-13. I applied the latter into the context of a PCRB meeting to
illustrate how to integrate the keychain in a specific community setting.
Race and ethnicity play an essential role in my research, and they have also been
some of the most critical issues of current biblical scholarship. Following the idea of the
Second Vatican Council, scholars have used new lenses to approach the Bible as a way to
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respond to diverse cultural and socio-political realities of each context. Therefore, in
terms of method, I will bring race-ethnicity biblical criticism and put it in dialogue and
mutual collaboration with a contextual analysis of Latin American Biblical interpretation
and Popular and Community Reading of the Bible (PCRB), focusing on two
environments. The first one is the first-century Hellenistic and Jewish world in the
Mediterranean. The second environment addresses the contemporary context of Latinx
culture in the United States of America and how Latinos/as tackle the biblical narratives
of the New Testaments.
So far, the biblical scholarship has not yet integrated elements of race-ethnicity
into Latin American hermeneutics of the New Testament texts in the setting of early
Christianity. Hence, I intend to integrate the following two components into my thesis
and contribute to the growing biblical scholarship on diversity in perspectives and
promote hermeneutics that resonates with contemporary real-life scenarios. The first
component is the Latino interpretation of the Bible based on the Popular and Community
Reading of the Bible. The second component is race and ethnicity in Bible studies,
particularly in the setting of a PCRB meeting
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